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Introduction

This book was written principally with the practitioner in mind. Like most 
practitioners, I dutifully learned about all the major theories of personality, 
learning, and their corresponding concepts. It wasn’t until I had the privi-
lege of both hearing and watching Dr. Rudolf Dreikurs teach and demon-
strate the Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler that I became convinced 
that practitioners of all helping disciplines can benefit from the insights 
and methods of Adler and Dreikurs. Practitioners in all settings working 
with persons across the life span use this approach quite successfully. It is 
also applied successfully, however, by parents, teachers, paraprofessionals, 
and laypersons in homes, businesses, and educational settings.

Critical reviews of the earlier editions reported them to be useful, con-
cise overviews of the theory and practice of what Adler called his Individual 
Psychology. For this fifth edition, every effort has been made to retain 
these characteristics while adding to, revising, and updating the material. 
Not wanting to deviate from Adler and Dreikurs, this work follows their 
line of thinking while incorporating research, methods, and techniques 
that expand upon Individual Psychology. My goal has been to provide an 
overview with practical applications rather than an exhaustive review of 
each topic. References to more thorough treatments of each topic will be 
found through the book, however, and some are especially notable as they 
were published since the last edition of this book.

The publisher noted that I no longer needed to use as many citations 
to “justify” my material. As a consequence, there are instances when I 
took the liberty of deleting dated citations supporting, for example, par-
ent education, cooperative education versus competitive, wellness research 
on all the characteristics found in our models, and encouragement and 
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self-esteem. This said, I always make every effort to provide appropriate 
citations and credit to Adler and Dreikurs, as well as those from whom I 
have learned how to be an Adlerian.

Adler’s thinking was the forerunner of many of the approaches to psy-
chology and counseling used widely today. Both his theory and methods 
are borrowed from liberally, often without note. Unfortunately, in the 
process of taking only parts of his thinking, some have missed essential 
components to the underlying philosophy and values upon which he based 
his practice. Without these, the methods and techniques are no more 
notable than many of those espoused by other approaches. Although they 
are indeed useful and beneficial in practice, their use begs the question, 
toward what changes are we assisting others?

Adler’s answer was toward higher social interest, that is, something 
akin to a state of development characterized by one’s personal confidence 
and competence to cope with life and through them a commitment to the 
common good of others. In the earlier editions, a basic model was pre-
sented based on research across disciplines that extended Adler’s thoughts 
into a holistic conceptualization of both the life tasks and the qualities of 
persons successfully meeting them. Adler would have considered persons 
possessing these qualities high in social interest.

In this edition, the original Adlerian theory–based wellness model is 
presented again, but now we benefit from extensive research that has been 
ongoing for almost 20 years. In the last edition, we drew upon an extensive 
review of literature across disciplines to identify the attributes of people who 
live long and live well to those of Adler’s high social interest concepts and 
what he called our major life tasks. Our model of wellness has proven popu-
lar with practitioners who like its specificity, concreteness, and behaviorally 
related attributes for building on counselee strengths. I am now pleased to 
have an empirically based model incorporated into the new chapter.

This edition also calls attention to the pluralistic nature of our society 
and, indeed, the world. While the efforts are relatively modest compared 
to the nature of the topics, the reader will find both cultural and gender 
topics again addressed in this edition. As a forerunner of social democracy 
in this country, both Adler’s and Dreikurs’ works reflect the values and 
outlook consistent with today’s need for greater respect and appreciation 
of differences, as well as access, equity, and inclusiveness of all people to all 
resources and opportunities of a free society. I have found it gratifying 
and encouraging that the last edition of this work is available in Korean 
and Chinese. Some of my international contacts suggest that a worldview 
that respects individuals while engendering cooperation among people is 
on the rise.

Whereas Adler was primarily a practitioner and lecturer, Rudolf 
Dreikurs shared his experience through writing as well. He wrote practical, 
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easily read papers and books concerning Individual Psychology and its 
uses. He also was recorded and filmed on different occasions conducting 
family and teacher consultation and counseling sessions. Even before his 
death in 1972, ample evidence was being exhibited that his students and 
colleagues would and could continue the work that he helped begin. His 
books, ἀ e Challenge of Marriage (1946) and Social Equality: ἀ e Challenge 
of Today (1971), were prophetic statements about the social changes within 
our society. More important, he addressed what is needed for changes to 
be in the best interests of all persons. This book is intended as a contribu-
tion to the continuation of his mission.

The first chapter is a short introduction to the man, the movement, and 
the psychology of Alfred Adler. For persons unfamiliar with his theory, 
it should serve as a basis for understanding the assumptions underlying 
the methods discussed in subsequent chapters. Not infrequently, persons 
new to this literature are surprised to learn how much is known to them 
through other counseling approaches. On the other hand, each chapter 
will reveal some unique applications of this approach.

Chapter 2 is entirely new. Dr. Jane Myers, the foremost expert in this 
line of investigation and practice, explains and illustrates the use of well-
ness and the Adlerian theory–based Indivisible Self wellness model in 
practice. While positive psychology is growing in popularity, this chapter 
helps reflect the breadth and depth of wellness as far more inclusive in 
practice. This chapter represents only a portion of the extensive literature 
review and illustrations of the model’s uses in practice. The 5F-WEL (Five 
Factor Wellness Evaluation of Lifestyle) is briefly introduced as a measure 
of the components of the healthy person. We have integrated the life tasks 
and forces influencing personality into a developmental, multidimensional 
model suitable for use in setting goals for counseling and education. As 
a consequence, we believe that it helps bring attention to Adler’s work 
beyond the broader concepts of social interest and makes it useful to both 
practitioners and researchers alike.

Chapter 3 explains the dimensions and uses of natural and logical con-
sequences. One often hears that “life is the best teacher.” Indeed, natural 
consequences are the authors of much of what is learned about life. They 
are not alone, however, in teaching people how to live in harmony with 
one another. Adlerians pay particular attention to consequences as meth-
ods that follow the “ironclad logic of social living.” We teach within this 
approach the concept that “rules are for everyone.” All beings experience 
negative consequences when they ignore the laws of nature. Social conven-
tion and society’s laws have a force of their own as well. When understood 
and used wisely, social rules can be powerful, positive methods in helping 
people of all ages. Because these methods can be used effectively to cor-
rect “misbehavior,” they are seized upon by some persons as the first and 
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almost exclusive methods of choice. As will be revealed within the various 
sections, methods used in isolation of the total approach are bound to pro-
vide limited results at best and negative outcomes at worst. Encouragement 
should be the first method of choice.

Chapter 4 addresses the essential element of helping from an Adlerian 
perspective: encouragement. Nurturing courage is a key concept throughout 
Adlerian practice. It is a fundamental goal in all teaching and counseling. 
Definitions and methods of encouragement are supplemented with prac-
tice and self-assessment activities. In addition, the need to assess readiness 
for change is addressed. I provide an illustration of how to use a readiness-
for-change assessment and an intervention for improving self-esteem.

Lifestyle assessment is outlined and explained as an introduction to 
the uses of this technique in Chapter 5. Although seen by some as mysti-
cal in the demonstrations of masterful clinicians, the serious student of 
Individual Psychology discovers that no magic is involved. Through study, 
practice, and experience, one develops an intuitive competence that pre-
pares the practitioner to hear, feel, and see that which the casual observer 
overlooks or mistakes for its meaning. Chapter 5 provides a guide for dis-
covering the simplicity and interrelatedness, for example, of early recollec-
tions and present behavior. Applicable to persons of all ages, adaptations 
of lifestyle assessment can be an excellent tool for quickly establishing rap-
port and overcoming counselee resistance when used appropriately.

Chapter 6 explains the Adlerian counseling and psychotherapeutic 
process. Each stage is explained and illustrated. First- and second-order 
change are terms with special meaning to Adlerian practitioners. Most of 
what we do is related to first-order change, i.e., helping others in adjust-
ing, adapting, and modifying behavior to improve their relationships and 
life circumstances. Second-order change, however, is much more difficult 
to achieve and has far greater implications. Lifestyle change is the equiva-
lent metaphorically of changing directions (orientation to, and goals in, 
life) and changing one’s means for getting there. As will be explained in 
Chapter 6, second-order change is usually not necessary to helping, but 
when it is achieved, there are methods for determining that it has been 
successful.

In addition to examples taken from my work with young people, the 
use of early recollections as a tool for helping older persons is presented. 
Because “life review” has been observed as a common phenomenon among 
older persons, I advocate the use of Adlerian methods for more positive 
and long-lasting effects. This edition also includes my innovation to the 
traditional Adlerian therapeutic process. My use of Ivey’s Developmental 
Counseling and Therapy (DCT) assessment into counseling has proven 
very powerful in accelerating abreaction in conjunction with the use of 
early recollections. Thus, I present an overview of the assessment strategy 
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and illustrate its use in a lifestyle case presentation and excerpts of a coun-
seling session. I have shared this method through classes, workshops, and 
with clinicians in private practice. Their response to its usefulness has 
been gratifying, especially since incorporating a media demonstration 
(Sweeney & Myers, 2004) with practice activities and supervised practice. 
A case with excerpts of a session is presented at the end of Chapter 6.

Prior editions have made no mention of diagnosis per se. This was true 
principally because I learned early on that pigeonholing and categorizing 
others was contrary to thinking like an Adlerian. Frankly, I liked that! 
Label someone and they will behave accordingly. I certainly saw that as 
true with young people. Nickname a child “Rascal” and you will have one! 
It also seemed to dehumanize individuals. On the one hand, we permit 
society to place blame on individuals for their asocial adaptation to social 
oppression, or on the other hand, we may justify their lack of coopera-
tion and release them of responsibilities everyone else needs to meet. I still 
think that way. In what we call the “real world,” however, practitioners 
must use the labels and nomenclature of the system to get reimbursement 
and to justify standards of care.

I was fortunate to meet an Adlerian practitioner who agreed with me, 
but had adapted the system to meet Adlerian-like outcomes in practice. In 
Chapter 7 Dr. Todd Lewis uses his considerable knowledge and use of both 
DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, American 
Psychiatric Association, 2000) and Adlerian philosophy and psychology 
to help counselees benefit from motivation modification. The idiographic 
nature of human development is underscored even as practitioners must 
use nomothetic measures of the human condition. The positive uses of 
measurement are illustrated without compromising concern for under-
standing the unique qualities and assets of the counselee.

Adlerian career counseling, as presented by my friend Dr. Mark 
Savickas, is an innovation in its own right. I have used his methods in 
classes and workshops for several years. They are a wonderful illustration 
of how adaptive Individual Psychology is to the practical life tasks all peo-
ple must address. I have long considered career counseling as “personal” 
counseling, as opposed to some who think of it as data and information 
gathering for the purpose of making a single event decision. The elegance 
of his methods (found in Chapter 8) speaks for itself in practice. Career-
style counseling, as Savickas illustrates, continues to be a significant addi-
tion to the Adlerian clinician’s methods and practice. He also now has a 
demonstration session, author interview, and commentary available for 
instructional purposes (Savickas, 2006). I believe that by studying the 
chapter and observing the methods in an actual session, any practitio-
ner can begin incorporating career-style methods into their approach to 
career counseling.
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Adlerians tend to be pragmatists. Much of what they use in teaching 
and counseling comes from the experience of others—parents, teachers, 
counselors, and, yes, children! Chapter 9 is about guiding young people 
toward higher levels of wellness through the development of their social 
interest. Building self-esteem and an internal sense of control are among 
the objectives. Cooperation as a preferred method of teaching and learning 
is presented. Case examples and activities illustrate the goals of disruptive 
behavior, how to identify them, and corrective actions that complement 
the encouragement process. This is must reading for anyone who lives or 
works with young people. Rules of thumb, specific techniques, and useful 
methods are summarized within this chapter.

Chapter 10 addresses one of the most challenging and, consequently, 
potentially most satisfying areas of counseling practice, couples counsel-
ing. Both the philosophical and psychological foundations of Adlerian 
practice are presented. In addition, the sociological perspective on the 
uncoupling process is explained in relation to its usefulness for assess-
ment of success of the counseling process. A step-by-step case example is 
presented including specific techniques and methods potentially useful in 
facilitating the goals of counseling.

Family counseling and consultation are high priorities of most prac-
titioners. This is one of the most widely recognized areas of expertise of 
Adlerians. Chapter 11 presents the Adlerian perspective while noting the 
similarities and complementary aspects of systems theory and practice to 
Adlerian counseling. Consultation per se is frequently not differentiated 
from other helping methods by Adlerians. For purposes of Chapter 11, 
a distinction between counseling and consultation is made. Underlying 
assumptions and strategies of the Adlerian consultant are outlined. In 
addition, stages in the process as they apply to parent and teacher confer-
ences are illustrated. Because Adlerians make a practice of working with 
all the children in the family, an illustration of the children’s conference 
is used. In addition, suggestions are made on how Adlerians can handle 
group demonstrations. Typical recommendations that most families find 
helpful illustrate how principles of Individual Psychology can be practi-
cally implemented for families. Because not all recommendations always 
result in the outcomes intended, I discuss a few common implementation 
errors. A full family consultation session is presented in the appendices 
along with a typical family meeting with young children.

Group methods are fundamental to Adlerian practice. Both Adler and 
Dreikurs are noted as being among the first to take counseling out of a dark 
office into the auditorium, classroom, and community hall. Living together 
means living in groups. I believe all practitioners need to have group skills 
in their repertoire. Discussion, consultation, and counseling groups, there-
fore, are logical methods of the Adlerian counselor. In Chapter 12, each 
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of these methods is discussed with reference to children and adults. The 
chapter concludes with an exercise suitable for use with groups related to 
spirituality. I have used it over the last several years and find it has much 
to offer even those who have no existential issues per se, but find explora-
tion of purpose and meaning in life intrinsically of great interest.

Adlerian methods have been taught principally by demonstration, 
example, and practice. There is a growing awareness among some 
Adlerians that the legacy is being passed on, but in a piecemeal and 
often ineffective way. As a consequence, Chapter 13 outlines methods 
for learning about and practicing the methods of Individual Psychology, 
including supervised experiences. I am confident that others will be 
addressing this important need. As one of my friends and instructors 
Bob Powers says, we strive to make this a “psychology of use and not 
just inventory.”

It is still true that one need not be an “Adlerian” to use and benefit from 
the ideas and methods described in this book. I believe more than ever, 
however, that it is within the totality of this approach that the greatest good 
can be achieved for self and others. It is essential for me to stay true to the 
philosophy and values espoused by Dreikurs even as I offer innovations 
within the psychology of Adler. Adler indicated that he was not bound by 
his own creation. One may further his work by creatively adapting and 
adding to it. To be an Adlerian, however, is to embrace its emphasis upon 
the desired outcomes of optimal social interest and well-being for the ben-
efit of individuals and society as a whole. My hope is that this book helps 
more practitioners achieve these lofty goals in their work.

Thomas J. Sweeney
March 2009
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1Chapter 

Individual Psychology
The Man, the Movement,  

and the Psychology of Alfred Adler

The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler had its beginning in Vienna 
at the turn of the 20th century. Adler began private practice as an oph-
thalmologist in 1898, but later turned to general practice, then to neurol-
ogy, and later psychiatry. His first psychological paper, “The Physician as 
Educator,” was published in 1904. Its major theme was clearly applicable to 
all educators. Adler emphasized the importance of the “child’s confidence 
in his own strength,” particularly in relation to guiding sick or pampered 
children (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1967). He believed that the child’s great-
est good fortune was the personal courage to cope with life. He instructed 
educators to help children develop discipline by allowing them to experi-
ence the natural consequences of their acts without fear of those who edu-
cate them. Throughout the remainder of his life, Adler was interested in 
child-rearing practices and the instruction of parents and teachers in what 
he considered to be important principles of guiding children.

Mosak and Dreikurs (1973) traced the similarities and differences 
between Adler and various philosophers and psychologists over the years. 
To some, Adler appears to be no more than a student of Freud who became 
a dissenter and pursued variations on psychoanalysis. Adler, however, 
revealed the outline of this theory in a publication that predated his con-
tact with Freud. Although Adler’s reason for joining Freud is not entirely 
clear, Freud invited him to join his Wednesday evening discussion group 
in 1902 after Adler had written two defenses of Freud’s theories. It now 
appears more accurate to state that Adler was a colleague of Freud, because 
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the evidence suggests that each influenced the other in some aspects of 
each other’s theory.

From the perspective of visibility in history, Freud clearly has the greater 
renown. Prochaska and Norcross (1994) noted, however:

Adler was clearly ahead of the learning curve in psychotherapy. 
His social recasting of Freudian theory predated the evolution of 
psychodynamic therapy; his task assignments foreshadowed the 
development of behavioral and other directive therapies; his spe-
cific techniques involving imagery and “as if” anticipated the cogni-
tive therapies; and his community outreach and psychoeducational 
programs foreshadowed contemporary community mental health. 
Many of Adler’s ideas have quietly permeated modern psychological 
thinking, often without notice. (p. 89)

In some respects, this anonymity has been a curiosity to followers of 
Adler. Differences between him and Freud were so significant that they 
eventually became antagonists. In his chapter comparing psychoana-
lytic and Adlerian theory, Gladding (2004) concluded with the following 
observations:

Freudian and Adlerian theories differ in a number of ways even 
though they were developed at about the same time and in a simi-
lar environment. Psychoanalysis is biologically based and stresses 
causality, psychosexual development, the dynamics of the mind, and 
instincts. Adlerian theory, on the other hand, is socially based, inter-
personal, and subjective. It emphasizes the future, holism, equalitari-
anism, and choice.

The [Freudian] approach is not applicable for the client populations 
that most counselors serve. The Adlerian approach, however, is 
widely practiced in school and institutional settings. Its popularity 
can be attributed to its hopefulness and its usefulness in multiple 
settings. (pp. 204–205)

Clearly, Adler viewed human beings as worthwhile, socially motivated, 
and capable of creative, independent action. The theory is so based upon 
the philosophy and values of social democracy that only in recent history 
has it begun to have an impact in education and psychology. Even today, 
however, comparatively few persons are aware of the Individual Psychology 
of Alfred Adler.
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Ellenberger (1970) has stated the circumstances quite succinctly:

Any attempt to assess the influences of Adler’s work brings about 
a paradox. The impact of individual psychology stands beyond any 
doubt … [but] it would not be easy to find another author from which 
so much has been borrowed from all sides without acknowledgment 
than Alfred Adler. (p. 645)

This borrowing from Adlerian theory and methods tends to be true to 
such a degree that few persons who have ever studied child-rearing practices, 
education, or psychology could be considered unaware of Adler’s ideas. On 
the other hand, few would remember his name were they asked to identify 
the author of these ideas. For example, although many people see at least 
a superficial parallel between Eric Berne’s theory of transactional analysis 
and Freud’s concepts of id, ego, and superego, few individuals seem to know 
that Berne’s social interaction analysis is predicated on many of Adler’s 
teachings concerning social living and psychological growth. Other major 
contributors to psychological theory and practice such as Viktor Frankl 
and Rollo May were students of Adler and on occasion credit him as a 
source of some of their ideas. Similarly, Eric Fromm, Karen Horney, and 
H. S. Sullivan integrate Adlerian psychology into their own systems—so 
much so that Ellenberger (1970, p. 860) observed that Horney’s psychology 
“combines Adlerian teachings with Freudian terminology.”

More recently we note that positive psychology is likewise missing or 
overlooking the pioneering work of Adler and Dreikurs. The chief author and 
advocate of this growing area of psychology, Seligman and colleagues state:

Positive psychology: the study of positive emotion, positive charac-
ter, and positive institutions (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
Drawing on methods effectively used to advance the science of 
mental disorders, positive psychologists have been studying mental 
health and well-being. Building on pioneering work by Rogers (1951), 
Maslow (1954, 1962), Jahoda (1958), Erikson (1963, 1982), Vaillant 
(1977), Deci and Ryan (1985), and Ryff and Singer (1996)—among 
many others … (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005, p. 410)

“Among many others …” Adler and Dreikurs rightly could be credited 
with being among the first to emphasize assets of individuals, couples, and 
families, building on their strengths and encouraging even those with 
mental disabilities to live their lives as fully, happily, and in community as 
possible. They were the first to move into the community using lectures, 
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counseling demonstrations, and consultation through groups to teach par-
ents, teachers, and those who work with them how to encourage, how to 
solve problems through respect and reason, and how to use happiness as a 
measure of success (Sonstegard & Bitter, 2004).

In addition, a colleague and I published our first wellness model based 
upon research across several disciplines in 1992 using Adler’s theory as 
its integrative construct (Sweeney & Witmer, 1991). As will be seen in 
Chapter 2, this model has evolved since then based upon empirical stud-
ies including assessment instruments that have been cross-translated into 
over a half dozen languages. While positive psychology addresses emo-
tional health, the Adlerian model incorporates all dimensions of wellness 
including emotional well-being. As with other such movements to bet-
ter humankind, Adlerians welcome the efforts of those who embrace the 
desire to raise consciousness to helping others live life more fully, promot-
ing methods to do so, and seeking changes in institutions, government, 
and industry to support it.

Adler would be pleased with such broad-based incorporation of his 
ideas into the work of others. In fact, he anticipated it, as noted in recollec-
tions of him by family and friends. He is quoted as saying:

“There might come a time,” he said, “when one will not any more 
remember my name; one might even have forgotten that our school 
ever existed. But this does not matter because everybody working in 
our field will act as if he had studied with us!” (Manaster, Painter, 
Deutsch, & Overholt, 1977, p. 33)

The Man

Adler has been described as an essentially simple man of great personal 
forcefulness and physical strength, but at the same time gentle and hum-
ble in his manner. His personal orientation was toward the betterment of 
the human condition (Ansbacher, 1969). Adler was the second of six chil-
dren from a Jewish family. His brother Sigmund was 2 years his senior; 
Hermine, 1 year younger; Irma, 4 years younger; and Max and Richard, 
7 and 14 years younger, respectively. There were two siblings, younger and 
older, who were deceased. Not surprising to Adlerians because of the con-
cept of sibling rivalry, Adler perceived his older brother as his rival. His 
early school experiences were not entirely successful. He did so poorly in 
mathematics that his father was encouraged to place him in an apprentice-
ship in secondary school. Instead, Adler applied himself until he devel-
oped the needed skill in math.

Adler was born on February 7, 1870. His father was a middle-class 
merchant and his mother was a homemaker. His earlier years included 
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poor health with rickets, pneumonia at the age of 5 years, and being run 
over by a vehicle. His health improved as he grew older, and his interest in 
medicine was encouraged by his father and resulted in a degree from the 
University of Vienna in 1895. Adler described his interest in medicine as 
an effort to defeat death.

Individuals create their own evaluations and 
choices of how to respond to life events.

Adler’s interest in why people respond differently to similar life events 
is reflected in his early attention to the Study of Organ Inferiority and Its 
Physical Compensation: A Contribution to Clinical Medicine (1907). His 
later lectures, books, and articles illustrated even more clearly the real-
ization that individuals create their own evaluations and choices of how 
to respond to life events. According to a book of remembrances of those 
who knew the man, he obviously chose to enjoy life. Not one to miss a 
good time, he enjoyed telling stories and participating in singing sessions 
around a piano (Manaster, Painter, Deutsch, & Overholt, 1977).

After serving as a medical officer in World War I, he established a num-
ber of child-guidance clinics in the Vienna schools. Through these clinics, 
teachers, social workers, physicians, and others learned to understand chil-
dren’s behavior and how to help them. Through the clinics, which spread 
throughout Europe at that time, and his unique style of public lecture and 
demonstration, Adler developed a relatively small but significant following.

In 1935, when the Nazis began their oppression of Europe, Adler had 
to flee to the United States with his then radical, politically unacceptable 
ideas about a society of social equals. Although he had taught and lec-
tured extensively in the United States, his death in 1937, while on tour in 
Scotland, left a significant void. His followers in the United States found 
great resistance by those who had adopted Freud’s psychoanalysis. In addi-
tion, history shows that at the time the United States was far from truly 
accepting and practicing the equalitarian principles upon which Individual 
Psychology is based.

The Movement

With this background, one can only admire all the more the persistence 
and resiliency of Adler and those who followed him. Probably his most 
noted student and colleague, Dr. Rudolf Dreikurs, commands special men-
tion. A prolific writer and founder of the Alfred Adler Institute of Chicago, 
through personal energy and talent he brought Adler’s ideas into practical 



8  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

usefulness for thousands of parents, couples, and practitioners. His sense 
of urgency in teaching others how to live together was evident in his level 
of writing, lecturing, and counseling even until his death in 1972. Having 
recollections of him myself through lectures, counseling demonstrations, 
and informal talks, I can vouch for the fact that he lived what he taught. 
In their book on the life and works of Rudolf Dreikurs, ἀ e Courage to 
Be Imperfect, Terner and Pew (1978) helped readers to know him better 
through many anecdotes recalled by friends and students. One of their 
quotes from Dreikurs may help the reader to understand the man better:

I don’t mind the patient criticizing me. I don’t mind admitting that I 
have made a mistake—I very often make mistakes.

We should not be afraid of making mistakes. … It is more impor-
tant that we are human. It is unfortunate that one has to emphasize 
that today, because it is not the customary practice in psychotherapy 
to be human. Some psychiatrists wouldn’t go to the elevator with 
the last patient of the day for fear of coming too close to him. They 
have to wait until the patient has gone down. “Don’t come too close 
because that interferes with the therapeutic relationship.” This is just 
the opposite of what I am saying. I want to function and to be recog-
nized as a fellow human being. (p. 243)

Following Adler’s conviction that our society was two generations 
removed from truly achieving equality, Dreikurs’ (1946) book on marriage 
forecast the social revolution experienced in the United States since World 
War II. Ridiculed and rejected by many of his peers in medicine and psy-
chiatry, Dreikurs lived long enough to see his books such as Children the 
Challenge (Dreikurs & Soltz, 1964) become best-sellers among laypersons 
and professionals alike. Equally important, his work continues through 
his students, his daughter Eva Dreikurs Ferguson, and colleagues in the 
United States and abroad.

In addition to the center in Chicago, which offers accredited graduate 
degrees, Adlerian institutes offer certificates in child guidance, counsel-
ing, and psychotherapy in New York, Minneapolis, Berkeley, and Toronto. 
The North American Society of Adlerian Psychology, headquartered in 
Hershey, Pennsylvania, regularly publishes newsletters and periodicals 
and sponsors workshops and conventions as sources of new develop-
ments, techniques, and research for interested persons. Adler’s Individual 
Psychology is having an impact in its own right, particularly in the 
areas of child rearing and classroom behavior, and increasingly in other 
areas including marriage and family counseling, addictions, industrial 
relations, correctional counseling, and human relations groups.
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Basic Concepts

At the risk of oversimplifying Adler’s theory, the following sections are 
offered as a foundation for subsequent chapters in which the application of 
the Adlerian theory will be discussed. Each chapter will elaborate further 
upon certain concepts as they apply to specific techniques or methods. The 
major thrust of this chapter, therefore, is to help the reader understand 
the significance of certain concepts without pursuing them in great detail 
or showing their application to specific methods or techniques.

Socio-Teleo-Analytic
A number of assumptions, propositions, and beliefs can be listed under 
Adler’s theory of personality. The essence of his system can be captured 
in part, however, by defining it as socio-teleo-analytic. Adler perceived 
humans as social beings with a natural inclination toward other people. 
Developmentally, human beings are one of the most dependent of all 
creatures at birth. Someone must nurture and care for them if they are to 
survive.

From early dependent experience and throughout life, human beings 
can be understood best as they interact with others. As children begin 
discovering themselves, others, and the world, their first impressions 
of the world are predicated upon contact with and through other peo-
ple. As shall be seen later, these early impressions develop into rules 
about life that are used to help them understand, predict, and manage 
their world.

Socio. Adler believed that human beings had a basic inclination toward 
being a part of the larger social whole, a striving to feel belongingness, a 
willingness to serve the greater good for the betterment of humankind. 
He called this GemeinschaftsgefÜhl. The closest interpretation of this word 
in English is social interest. An expression of this inclination is observed 
in each person’s striving to make a place for him or herself and to feel 
belongingness.

Parents, significant other adults, and siblings offer opportunities for 
individuals to fashion their own notions about how to make their places in 
a group. Because cognitive processes and life experiences are quite limited 
for children, many of these notions or rules have limited value or can be 
quite unsatisfactory when viewed externally by someone observing their 
behaviors. These rules are perceived, nevertheless, and are helpful to indi-
viduals as they make choices, even though these processes and experiences 
remain largely unexamined in a critical manner.

The subjective or phenomenological view of individuals is necessary, 
therefore, if one is to understand their characteristic ways of moving 
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through life. Adler referred to the basic notions that guide us through life as 
our style of life or, as more commonly referred to now, lifestyle. Adler char-
acterized lifestyle as “… unity in each individual—in his thinking, feeling, 
acting; in his so-called conscious and unconscious, in every expression of 
his personality. This [self-consistent] unity we call the style of life of the 
individual” (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1967, p. 175)

Lifestyle is not determined by heredity or environment, but both are 
important antecedents. Individuals decide how they think, value, and feel 
about being female, the oldest, or without the presence of a father. There is no 
ideal right or wrong lifestyle. Quite to the contrary, each lifestyle is unique.

Although Adler wished to emphasize the necessity of viewing human 
beings holistically (i.e., not in parts) when he coined the term Individual 
Psychology, he also wanted to underscore his belief in the uniqueness of 
each person. A superficial study of Individual Psychology might lead one 
to conclude that conformity was one of its objectives in practice. Not only 
would this conclusion be inaccurate, but Adler would have stated that it 
is not even probable. In the same sense that finger- and voiceprints are 
unique, Adler observed that every individual fashions a unique way of 
moving through life. Such a belief is more easily accepted today with all 
the scientific evidence to confirm it.

Obviously, a psychology of personality that revealed no general or 
nomothetic rules of behavior upon which to base practice would be of little 
utility. As will be shown in subsequent chapters, Adlerian principles do 
indeed provide many useful guidelines. The significance of idiographic 
factors, however, is equally important. Adler stated:

I believe that I am not bound by any strict rule or prejudice but pre-
fer to subscribe to the principle: Everything can also be different. … 
General rules—even those laid down by Individual Psychology, of 
my own creation—should be regarded as nothing more than an aid 
to a preliminary illumination of the field of view in which the single 
individual can be found—or missed. (Ansbacher, 1969, pp. xx)

Adlerians are sometimes described as soft determinists; whereas free-
dom is not absolute, neither is determinism absolute. Predictions of human 
behavior must be stated in terms of probabilities of occurrence. Perfect 
correlation between what Adlerians refer to as antecedents and specific 
behaviors are elusive for many reasons. Not the least of these reasons is 
the belief that each individual has a creative capacity to transcend even 
standardized research conditions.

Therefore, Adler believed that individuals can be understood best 
within the social context of their transactions with others. He emphasized, 
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however, the uniqueness of individuals. We create our unique ways of 
belonging, relating to others, being ourselves (i.e., our lifestyle). And it is 
by understanding the movement and process by which we make our place 
that we are understood as a person distinct from others.

Teleo. Teleo denotes the goal-striving nature of human beings. This is a 
central construct in understanding human behavior as Adler (1954, p. 29) 
believed: “We cannot think, feel, will or act without the perception of some 
goal.” Behavior is purposive even though this facet may be obscure to the 
observer. Individuals choose to act or not act because it serves some pur-
pose and utility for them. Our anticipation of outcomes, events, or conse-
quences influences the present.

Behavior is purposive.

Adler believed that human beings were not driven by instincts or 
molded by heredity, experience, or environment. Instead, he envisioned 
human beings as moving toward goals perceived as important to them.

The science of Individual Psychology developed out of the effort to 
understand that mysterious creative power of life—that power which 
expresses itself in the desire to develop, to strive and to achieve—and 
even to compensate for defeats in one direction by striving for suc-
cess in another. This power is teleological—it expresses itself in the 
striving after a goal. (Ansbacher, 1969, p. 1)

Much has been written about the significance of inferiority. Ansbacher 
(1969) notes that Adler did not give a clear answer as to which had primacy 
in the development of the human being’s goal-striving or inferiority feel-
ings. Ansbacher believed that goal striving should have primacy, although 
he could not be conclusive in supporting this position. However, Adler 
believed in the purposive nature of human striving. He observed that an 
individual’s behavior could be understood best in relation to what he or 
she valued and moved toward achieving.

The teleological aspect of Adler’s theory reveals the optimistic, encour-
aging nature of his position. Goals of behavior can be understood and 
anticipated. Individuals may choose to change the valuing of their goals 
and/or the behavior that they use in their striving. Individuals are not 
victims of circumstances beyond their control in an absolute way. More 
important, once aware of one’s goals, the opportunity to change is empow-
ering. Rather than being constrained by one’s genetics, family of origin, 
gender, culture, race, or social status, choices can be made that promote 
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social interest, meeting life’s tasks, and experiencing greater happiness and 
joy intrinsically.

Analytic. The analytic orientation to Individual Psychology is derived 
from the observation that most behavior is based upon that which is 
unconscious or not understood (Mosak & Dreikurs, 1973). Individuals 
frequently report that they do not understand their behavior or motives. 
Closer inspection reveals that individuals often understand more than 
they willingly admit. In a helping relationship, they more readily accept 
direct confrontations on the purposes of their behavior including some 
purposes previously unknown to them.

Adler and his followers have developed techniques for helping indi-
viduals to discover basic notions about themselves, others, and life. He 
was influenced by Vaihinger’s (1965) “philosophy of ‘as if.’” He concurred 
with Vaihinger that individuals behave “as if” circumstances were abso-
lutely true (e.g., life is dangerous, I am weak, or others cannot be trusted). 
Whereas some notions of individuals are stated clearly and believed beyond 
reproach, other notions are far more subtle and yet are a powerful influ-
ence on behavior. Adler referred to them as fictive notions.

So long as individuals function fairly well in their daily life, their 
notions remain unexamined. When their notions are challenged or proved 
ineffective in maintaining feelings of belonging, what is often termed as 
an “emotional” crisis develops. Such are the times when counseling or 
psychotherapy are sought most. Try as they may, individuals’ behavioral 
responses are not synonymous. Behavior may change and show accommo-
dation to varying circumstances including age, cultural milieu, and similar 
factors. Lifestyle is not believed to change except through psychotherapy, 
personally powerful life experiences, or causes such as brain injury, drugs, 
and so forth.

Early Human Development
As a means of studying Adler’s psychology further, the development of 
personality as it unfolds from childbirth may be helpful. The child, thought 
totally dependent at birth, is by no means helpless in the strict sense of the 
term. From the Adlerian point of view, infants begin training adults far 
better than many parents train their children.

Love and parental interest are important 
ingredients in personality development.

On the assumption that infants typically receive attention and care 
from the moment of their birth, they are the cause of activity. They begin 
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learning about life, themselves, and others in the most fundamental ways. 
Bodily functions contribute much to this activity in the early hours and 
days of life. As feeding, elimination, and other comforts become routine, 
babies’ attention may turn to the sounds, touch, and vague sights that inter-
vene in their lives. Coping with these may involve crying, smiling, or any 
of a number of responses. Infants learn by their interpretation of the natu-
ral and social consequences that they experience with individuals around 
them. Adlerians often cite the example of perfectly healthy babies who do 
not cry, do not use their vocal capabilities. These cases involved babies born 
to deaf parents. These babies learn early that crying aloud serves no useful 
purpose; therefore, they simply wiggle, shed tears, and become red in the 
face.

In addition to heredity, the family atmosphere is a major component 
of one’s development. The extent to which it is friendly, supportive, and 
encouraging as opposed to authoritarian, harsh, or suppressive is very 
important. On the other hand, many parents are overly concerned or over-
protective and lose an unnecessary amount of sleep and energy attending 
to noises coming from the baby’s room. As will be seen in later sections, 
Adler definitely believed that love and parental interest are important 
ingredients to personality development. Unfortunately, pampering and 
overprotecting can have negative consequences beyond what is reasonable. 
Children may perceive that they are not able, that others must take care of 
them, or that terrible things may happen when their parents are away. If 
corrective training is not instituted during their early years, such notions 
or variations on them may become a part of their lifestyle.

In most instances, children begin developing a sense of their strengths 
and weaknesses while attempting mastery over those aspects of development 
that seem within their reach. They also are beginning to make observa-
tions about their place in events around them. As their psychomotor capa-
bilities develop, others’ behavior toward them will change and they must 
decide how they will behave. If they are convinced of their belongingness 
and assess their capabilities as adequate, they will require less attention, 
service, and outward encouragement from those around them than pre-
viously. The family and cultural values can have a profound effect in this 
process. As children experience the emphasis placed on contributing, 
sharing, and enjoying as opposed to taking, withholding, or demanding, 
their sense of what is important develops. Likewise, the adult models that 
they observe will help them form ideas about what is appropriate male and 
female behavior, how one relates to the opposite gender, and how to make 
decisions or resolve differences.

Whether or not children make accurate assessments, they will behave 
according to their assessments. Adlerians believe that children usually are 
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excellent observers, but they often are poor evaluators and interpreters of 
their experiences. As a consequence, feelings of inferiority are believed to 
be common because of their initial experiences as dependent, small, and 
socially inferior persons. Feelings of inferiority are not inherently good 
or bad. Individuals, for example, often move toward mastery and compe-
tence in compensations for these feelings. Through social interaction, they 
further nurture their social interest and become persons others describe 
as fully functioning or self-actualizing. Children’s responses to early 
experiences within the family unit, then, have implications for how they 
approach their life tasks.

Family Constellation
Adler placed considerable importance on the family constellation or socio
psychological configuration of a family group. Essentially what Adler 
observed was the tendency of individuals holding similar positions in dif-
ferent families to assume similar characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors. 
As a consequence, the position of the oldest, second, and so forth became 
the common reference for one’s family position. However, the differences 
not only in age but gender, number of siblings, cultural values attributed 
to gender roles, and related matters result in a need for understanding the 
psychological position of an individual in the family. Birth order or ordi-
nal position (first, second, third), per se, is not sufficient for the purposes 
of truly understanding one’s perceived position. Nevertheless, references 
to family constellation most often include descriptions of the ordinal posi-
tions as though they were identical.

Children derive impressions of their place in the family, their world 
at the time, by comparing themselves with the siblings closest in age to 
them. In fact, we believe that it is the sibling closest in age and most differ-
ent from you that influenced your personality most. Although much is said 
about birth order or ordinal position in relation to the family constella-
tion, Adlerians are aware that it is the individual’s psychological position 
that must be studied. A boy and girl in a family may be treated as two only 
children. Similarly, two children born 10 years apart may be reared like 
only children.

The perceptions and recollections of one’s first 6 to 8 years of life will 
reveal his or her psychological position, for it is during these years, Adler 
observed, that the lifestyle is formed. As a consequence, children more than 
plus or minus 6 years to the other children in the family are generally not in the 
same constellation. Therefore, parents may have more than one constellation 
of children (e.g., first constellation [12-year-old—oldest, 11-year-old—mid-
dle, 10-year-old—youngest] and second constellation [2-year-old—only]).
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With the qualification on family position noted, the ordinal descrip-
tions of the positions deserve identification. Adlerians typically list five 
ordinal positions: oldest, second, middle, youngest, and only child. With 
each position is associated certain common characteristics, but these char-
acteristics are nomothetic impressions that are to be quickly set aside when 
idiographic data about a given individual refutes validity of the common 
characteristics. They are, in fact, most useful in helping to uncover the 
uniqueness of individuals as references from which to discard ideas (e.g., 
how one is different from many other oldest children).

Oldest. The oldest children can be typified as ruler for a day. They are 
the first and undisputed rulers of the family, the cause of glad tidings and 
happily the center of attention. One day a stranger appears in the house. 
Depending on the proximity in months or years, parental attitudes, gen-
der difference, and other such variables, the oldest children evaluate the 
threat to their position in the family. On the average, they learn to take the 
newcomer in stride, especially if the parents are not too impressed with 
some likely acting-out behavior and provide encouragement for the oldest 
children to recognize their place as secure within the family.

Oldest children generally are able to relate well to adults, subscribe more 
readily to adult expectations and values, help at home particularly with 
the younger children, assume social responsibility, and develop socially 
acceptable ways of coping with life’s tasks. The tendency of oldest chil-
dren is to please adults and to strive for perfection as a guiding fictive goal, 
which can have serious consequences unless moderated over time.

Second. The second children arrive to find someone already ahead of 
them. When within 6 years of the older child, and again depending on age 
and similar variables, second children typically will pursue their place in 
ways opposite to the older child. They may be less responsible, more inde-
pendent, more demanding of service, and more interested in whatever the 
oldest does not pursue or master.

Second children often strive to be number one. The competition, 
referred to as sibling rivalry, can be quite intense in families that encourage 
comparisons between children. They can be portrayed by the illustration 
of persons in a foot race. Oldest children hear footsteps behind them and 
race to keep ahead. The second children see the person in front and feel 
that if they just try harder, maybe they can overtake them. Some individu-
als give up the race in discouragement. Others become admired as socially 
productive, although in some cases, they may gain only slight satisfaction 
from their efforts because they are motivated by the mistaken idea they 
must be productive to be valued as a person.

Middle. Middle children acquire an added condition to their exis-
tence, a younger sibling. Often in families of three, the middle children 
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feel squeezed in their position. They perceive themselves as singularly dis-
advantaged. They have few, if any, advantages of the oldest child and now 
their position as the baby has been supplanted. To help really convince 
them of their predicament, the oldest children often help take care of the 
youngest, thereby establishing for themselves an ally. The oldest may be 
seen as “bossy” toward the other children as well.

Middle children will likely still move in directions opposite to the older 
child. They may be more independent, rebellious, judgmental, and sen-
sitive, and overtly seek assurances of their place with the parents. As is 
true with each position in the family, middle children can transcend these 
early perceptions through compensatory behavior that eventually works 
to their benefit. Each child often perceives his or her position as the most 
burdensome to bear. Middle children may express this disappointment 
more loudly.

However, middle children also have assets. Especially in larger families, 
they have the opportunity to learn from others’ mistakes, to acquire nego-
tiation and communication skills, and generally to cope with the politics 
of living. They also may be able to discover the unconventional solution 
to social situations through their tendency to see things differently than 
other members of the family.

Youngest. Youngest children enjoy positions that they perceive as the 
center of attention. In addition to parents, they have older siblings to enter-
tain and provide them service. Although the youngest children might be 
troublesome at times, they have a protector to care for them. In fact, as 
youngest children get a little older, it is even fun to start something with 
the middle child and watch the older ally and the parents run to save the 
baby. They are often described as cute, a charmer, and the family’s baby, no 
matter how old they become.

They may choose to use this charm and manipulative ways to just get 
by and enjoy life’s many pleasures. On the other hand, with family val-
ues by both parents on achievement, they might be the hardest runners 
and greatest achievers of all if they perceive that as a way to make their 
place. They can be great entertainers and comfortable before an audience, 
whereas many people abhor, for example, public speaking.

Only Child. Only children may have the perceptions of the oldest child 
with one important exception. They are never dethroned and are less likely 
to feel the pressure of a close competitor. Only children may be perceived as 
quite mature for their age, comfortable with adults, responsible, coopera-
tive, and developing mastery in cognitive skills. Their most likely perceived 
deficiency will be in relating to their peer group. Unlike the other young-
sters, they may have little or no intimate give and take with other children. 
This can make early school experiences more difficult for these children as 
they begin coping with new life situations involving a peer group.
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The Five Major Life Tasks
Adler believed that everyone is confronted by at least three major life tasks: 
work, friendship, and love (Dreikurs, 1953). Research during the last sev-
eral decades fortifies the position that these are indeed central life tasks to 
health and well-being. In addition, Mosak and Dreikurs (1967) identified 
a fourth and fifth task only alluded to by Adler. The fourth task is dealing 
with one’s spiritual self in relation to the universe, God, or higher power. 
The fifth task concerns the individual’s success in coping with self as sub-
ject, I, and as object, me.

Work. Equipped with their unique rules or guidelines about life, them-
selves, and others, individuals move from childhood to preadolescence, 
adolescence, and adulthood with a societal expectation that they will 
become more responsible, cooperative, and able to cope with life situa-
tions. Lack of success in the work task is fundamental to the most discour-
aged people in society. Although it does not require gainful employment, 
persons who find difficulty sustaining employment are in all probability 
individuals who lack confidence in their worth and ability.

In the school situation, failure and dropping out are tantamount to 
demotion and unemployment (i.e., loss of confidence and a sense of 
worth). Dreikurs (1968) believed that children who failed were not bad or 
lazy but, instead, discouraged. To face and fulfill one’s life tasks requires 
the courage to be imperfect, to make mistakes, to fail occasionally but to 
try again. For too many children, school becomes a confirmation of their 
private assessment that they are not adequate. In later life, many of these 
individuals will be consistently unemployed, welfare recipients, or institu-
tionalized. Although it appears difficult for persons to change in later life, 
Adlerians believe that one always has that capability.

Friendship. Dreikurs (1953) indicated that discouragement generally is 
not limited to one life task area. For example, most individuals can cope 
with the daily requirements of work whether by gainful employment or 
through service to others. Doubts, reservations, and fears may reveal 
themselves only at times. Friendship and intimate love relationships tend 
to be more demanding of cooperation, give and take, and respect. If an 
individual has persistent difficulties in either or both of these life tasks, 
discouragement is present that probably can be noted in the other areas 
as well. As will be noted in Chapter 6, not all life task difficulties can be 
traced to a psychosocial origin. Dreikurs (1946) has observed, however, 
that whenever individuals persistently complain, blame, make excuses, 
report fears, or discuss disabilities, they are revealing discouragement.

Love. Of the life tasks, love relationships require the greatest courage and 
faith in self and the other party. Basic values of respect, appreciation, and car-
ing for the other party must be readily expressed or demonstrated in some 
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manner to maintain and nurture the relationship. Decision making and con-
flict resolution competencies are essential. One’s weaknesses, concerns, and 
peculiarities come under closer scrutiny than in most other life situations. 
Adlerians have observed, for example, that the very characteristics that attract 
individuals to one another also contribute to their friction in marriage.

Frequently, the European cultural value of it’s a man’s world orientation, 
which Adler discussed under the concept of masculine protest, encourages 
stereotyped notions such as “a real man brings home the family income” 
and “the woman cares for the children and serves the husband.” Problems 
of partners generally do not surface openly until the relationship becomes 
quite disturbed, even though the problems could have been predicted on 
the basis of lifestyle analysis.

Not all such complementary, yet friction-producing, qualities can be 
stereotyped by societal circumstances. For example, in one case a husband 
always had the greatest regard for his wife’s opinion, so much so that he 
depended on her to make most of the major family decisions because he 
doubted the reliability of his own decisions. On the other hand, she had 
admired his industriousness and goal-oriented attitudes toward life. After 
three children and several years of married life, the wife felt isolated from 
him. He never participated in family decisions; in fact, he was so busy with 
his work that she felt she meant hardly anything to him.

Initially, he felt threatened by her confrontations and somewhat con-
fused by what seemed to be happening. She wanted him to work less and 
participate more in family decisions. Through counseling, they came to 
understand and anticipate their conflicts by establishing a new agreement 
for working together.

As Adler had noted, once the individuals understood their own move-
ment through life, they could decide to change their attitudes and behavior 
with renewed respect for themselves and one another. They were able, in 
this case, to establish behavioral ways of short-circuiting old expectations, 
including the husband’s low estimate of his decision-making ability.

Spirituality. Spirituality only recently has become a major topic of con-
sideration among the helping professions. There is a growing awareness 
that it is a part of the human condition to need and want to deal with 
personal existential issues. As noted in Chapter 2, research is corroborat-
ing the position that spirituality is a key component to both longevity and 
quality of life. Until recently, it has been relegated principally to the respon-
sibility of the clergy.

Questions regarding the purpose and meaning of life are universal. In 
fact, the increasingly multiculturalistic dimensions of our society appear 
to be contributing to a greater sensitivity and respect for spirituality as 
experienced and practiced, for example, by Native Americans, Asian 
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Americans, and African Americans compared to the Western Judeo-
Christian tradition and belief system (Gladding, 2004).

Self. The fifth task concerns the individual’s success in coping with 
self. Popular literature abounds with self-help books, tapes, and seminars. 
Concepts such as self-esteem and self-efficacy are common themes. Many 
interesting studies of these and other self-focused concepts suggest that 
longevity and quality of life are related to one’s basic attitudes and convic-
tions about self-direction. Research, for example, fortifies the observation 
that the greater the extent to which individuals have an internal locus of 
control, the greater the extent to which indices of positive health are also 
present. Chapter 4 includes further discussion on this topic.

Each of the major life tasks is presented in detail in Chapter 2 as part of 
a new model of Adlerian conceptualization of holism and its implication 
for counseling practice. A research and clinical assessment instrument 
designed to measure the characteristics of the model of wellness based on 
major life tasks also is described.

Function of Emotions and Feelings
Frequently, individuals tell counselors in a variety of ways that they cannot 
help themselves; they just feel so angry, sad, bored, or whatever that they 
must behave a certain way. Adler, of course, would not accept these evasions 
of responsibility. Although excuses take many forms, emotions often are 
identified as central to the problems that individuals bring to counselors.

One records impressions, including 
feelings, for future reference.

Adler perceived emotions as tools necessary to the execution of behav-
ior. Emotions are not considered entities unto themselves. Love, joy, anger, 
sadness, guilt, and fear do not come to us out of a vacuum. One must first 
perceive, value, feel, and then act.

Because much of one’s valuing with regard to life, self, and others is a 
blueprint already stored in the unconscious thought processes, much of 
what is attributed to instant love, fear, or anger can be traced to one’s life-
style databank. As individuals grow and experience, they “record” impres-
sions, including feelings, for future reference. Scientists now also believe 
that human beings “store” biochemical reactions in various parts of the 
body. Therefore, physiological responses seem to be a part of one’s emo-
tional memory of events.

Many counselees will wish to discredit this concept of emotions because 
it places responsibility on them for their present decisions and actions. As 
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will be seen in subsequent chapters, Adlerians are very much interested in 
emotions, but more as signposts to the individual’s mistaken notions and 
their intentions. It is the messages individuals send themselves that build 
the energy they use to act.

Prior feelings help individuals process impressions of others to which 
they respond rather automatically, sometimes quite incorrectly. In the 
absence of knowledge or experience, individuals do not feel anything until 
they can fit it into their system of expectations. The expression, as I think, 
I am, is fundamental to understanding emotions as well as the behavior 
that follows.

Observers of the Adlerian counselor might conclude that he or she is 
very insensitive to the anger, complaining, blaming, tears, or affection 
expressed in a counseling session. If the emotions are tools used by the 
counselee to distract or otherwise manipulate the counselor from the goals 
of counseling, he or she indeed may seem unimpressed by their presence. 
Dreikurs stated that neurosis, a defense mechanism for denying respon-
sibility for meeting one’s life tasks, is a tribute to human ingenuity! He 
would say, do not be distracted by such creativity. It is the less visible feel-
ings and attitudes that the Adlerian will pursue (e.g., isolation, alienation, 
lack of confidence, insecurity).

Holistic View
The indivisibility of a person is a fundamental belief of this psychology. At 
a time when holistic approaches to medicine, mental health, and rehabili-
tation are coming to the forefront, the practitioner will find its usefulness 
apparent. When dealing with a wide range of people and circumstances, 
the probability of any one science or discipline being able to adequately 
explain, diagnose, or prescribe treatment for all the ills of people is nil. The 
author, therefore, continually seeks and incorporates new knowledge of 
human behavior into this approach.

In its most basic form, one recognizes the interaction between physical 
and psychological well-being. There are scientists who now observe that the 
distinction between mind and body is not only inaccurate, but scientifically 
unsound. What traditionally has been associated with the chemistry of the 
brain and its function are now found to exist in other parts of the body. 
Biofeedback research and its application in stress management has helped 
to corroborate Adler’s assumption that what one thinks can produce physi-
ological symptoms similar to those of other origin. Infection, disease, and 
other injury to the body are potentially mood modifying. Fatigue, particu-
larly due to distress, is symptomatic of the interaction of mind and body. 
Even personal experience suggests the validity of such a position.

Adler was not the first proponent of this point of view. As Witmer 
(1985) noted:
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The concept of health and wellness as encompassing mind-body 
unity reaches back thousands of years to Middle Eastern religions, 
the ancient Greeks, and Far Eastern philosophies. Greek medical tra-
dition like the Jewish healing tradition exemplified in Christ, treated 
the whole person. Mind and body were not separated but seen as 
interrelated and interdependent. (p. 43)

Adlerian practitioners also are aware that samples of an individual’s 
behavior can help counselors to understand a more global life plan and 
direction of movement. Such behaviors, however, are only an approxima-
tion of the total and must be kept in proper perspective as such. One can 
anticipate, for example, that difficulty in sustaining friendships because 
of excessive demands for attention or unreliability would contribute to 
problems in marriage or love relationships. The greater intimacy, give and 
take, and equalitarian nature of love would be under even more stress than 
friendships. The fact that one chooses not to marry, however, would not 
necessarily indicate a lack of capacity for the personal commitment, empa-
thy, and courage required in a loving relationship.

Holism, then, is a point of view from which to understand human 
behavior as dynamic, self-directed, interrelated mind and body moving 
through life with a unique goal-oriented plan for having significance in 
relation to others. Helping counselees change how they think and feel in 
their relationships with others, for example, can result in better physical 
health, greater satisfaction with their work, and increased joy and interest 
in other aspects of their life.

Philosophy and Value System
Adlerians occasionally are charged with being manipulative in their prac-
tice. Dreikurs believed that this was true in the sense that when anyone 
influences another, he or she is manipulative. Dreikurs (1971), however, 
helped to open the Adlerian philosophy and value orientation to critical 
analysis. Adlerian presuppositions for practice rest upon a belief that indi-
viduals who are high in social interest will think of themselves and oth-
ers as equals and behave accordingly. Dreikurs believed that if individuals 
valued themselves as equal to everyone else, the major problems of soci-
ety would be virtually eliminated. He observed that in approximately 
8,000 years of humankind’s social existence, people have tried to function 
on the mistaken premises of authoritarian systems that continually fail to 
solve their problems.

As early as 1946, Dreikurs (1946) predicted that women, Blacks, chil-
dren, and other minorities would progressively demand equality, the 
unfulfilled American dream. Anyone reading his book on marriage 
would be inclined to believe it was written in the current decade rather 
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than in the 1940s. Adler, predating the world wars, was similarly far 
ahead of his time in this regard. Those who perceive themselves as being 
in power do not relinquish it readily. The upheaval of the last decades 
is evidence, however, that large groups of minorities, including children, 
no longer intend to tolerate disregard and inequality from the traditional 
“superiors.” Authority from on high is questioned. Power among the few 
is suspect.

Dreikurs was concerned, however, that without education to a more 
satisfactory agreement among humankind, the underdogs would simply 
strive to overcome the top dogs and repeat the cycle at some future time. 
As a consequence, Dreikurs, following Adler’s example, vigorously worked 
for change through social institutions that affected the quality of life of all 
persons, but most particularly the underprivileged and disadvantaged. If 
he were alive today, he still would be an outspoken advocate for equality in 
an increasingly multicultural society.

In the same sense that many individuals strive toward goals of superi-
ority, power, wealth, or position, groups similarly seek to be in control of 
others. The great emphasis in our society on competition and the external 
signs of superiority is further testimony to the preoccupation with con-
trol and influence. In such circumstances, cooperation too often becomes 
compromise of a temporary nature.

The democratic philosophy and values that Dreikurs (1971) proposed in 
lieu of those now found in society include the following:

Present Proposed

Ambition Enthusiasm
Righteousness Friendliness

Understanding
Obligation Belongingness

Participation
Conformity Self-respect

Self-improvement
Perfection Courage
Rugged Mutual help
Individualism Cooperation

Adlerians believe that one cannot make others do anything that they 
do not consider useful to them. Therefore, in spite of many efforts, some 
individuals will not change their behavior or attitudes even in the face 
of discomfort or inconvenience. This is predicated on the concept that all 
behavior is purposive (i.e., it serves a use for the individuals to pursue their 
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goals). From their unique perceptions of life, the individuals may consider 
changing as dangerous or at least difficult.

On the other hand, Adler made a distinction between the behav-
iors that move individuals toward others (i.e., high social interest) 
and those that move them against or away from others (Ansbacher & 
Ansbacher, 1967). The latter behaviors were denoted as socially use-
less, self-defeating behaviors. Whereas all behaviors are “useful” from 
the individual’s point of view, the Adlerian value system would note 
that some attitudes detract from the individual’s self-esteem and, con-
sequently, social interest.

Attitudes and behaviors that result in an individual avoiding or failing 
to meet basic life tasks would be considered on the useless side of life by 
Adler. Because this is a psychology of use and not inventory, Adlerians do 
not typically label these behaviors in categories according to symptoms 
(although even Adlerians must use the statistical diagnostic categories of 
mental and emotional disorders in mental health practices based on third-
party payment).

One way of conceptualizing the relative movement of an individual in 
the direction of social interest is depicted in Figure 1.1. Persons moving 
primarily on a vertical plane are most concerned about how they are doing 
in their endeavors. They constantly are evaluating and comparing their 
efforts to others or to a fictive notion of perfection that they strive to attain. 
Persons who actively move in this direction often are identified as produc-
tive, “successful” people in their field. A sad commentary on their striving 

Low Social Interest:

How am I Doing?

“Success”

“Failure”

Power
Position
Possession

Complaining
Blaming
Fears and Excuses

High Social Interest:
What am I Doing?
Sharing, Enjoying, Creating

Figure 1.1  Social Interest Continua: Vertical (Low) vs. Horizontal (High).
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is that they rarely gain much satisfaction from their efforts or the outcome 
because of a nagging concern that what was gained may be lost. The “can 
you top this” feeling may persist long after evidence substantiates the per-
son’s competence or adequacy.

Low Social Interest
The horizontal plane denotes movement toward enjoyment and participa-
tion in life activities. Persons evaluate their activities on the basis of the 
satisfaction they and/or others gain from them. This portrayal of move-
ment should not be construed to indicate that high-social-interest indi-
viduals do not enjoy competition or that low-social-interest persons gain 
no satisfaction from their work. Actually most persons are somewhere in 
between the two directions of movement.

The difference might be observed, for example, in a competitive game or 
sport. High-social-interest persons may play very hard to win but will have 
enjoyed the game, win, or lose. Low-social-interest individuals who lose, if 
they play at all, will in contrast feel defeated, possibly even disgusted with 
themselves, until they can reestablish themselves as winners. As will be 
illustrated in Chapter 9, Adlerians are conscious of this distinction particu-
larly with regard to the application of behavior modification techniques in 
school situations. The indiscriminate use of rewards to reinforce achieve-
ment or social behavior also can reinforce the individual for moving verti-
cally (extrinsic motivation) rather than horizontally (intrinsic motivation).

Validation

Adlerian theory and practice are validated in part by its use and incorpo-
ration into several other systems or approaches to counseling. Virtually 
every major personality approach to counseling and psychotherapy, with 
the notable exception of traditional psychoanalysis, has incorporated 
Adlerian principles and techniques into its system. This is both an asset 
and one of its greatest liabilities. Although Adler’s work has influenced the 
work of others its potential, is still not fully realized.

Studies of Adlerian theory and methods with school-age children, their 
parents, and teachers have demonstrated effectiveness over the years. An 
interesting observation of some of these studies has been the greater use-
fulness of working with the adults who influence the children. Although 
working with the children is effective and desirable, efforts with their 
teachers and parents multiplies the long-term value of counselors’ and psy-
chologists’ interventions.

As I attempted to establish a review of the literature related to the theory, 
I found that work by non-Adlerians using Adlerian-like techniques and 
methods was often better recognized and cited, but with no mention of 
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Adler or Dreikurs (e.g., Coopersmith, 1967). Clark’s review (2002) of early 
recollections cites many instances of work by researchers who approached 
this area of study from a different perspective and yet could be consid-
ered validating concepts held by Adlerians. The human condition is such 
that looking at the same phenomena and describing it by different terms 
means, for example, that what some call “rewards” can rightfully be called 
“encouragement” as well when they meet the same definition criteria.

Anyone interested in efforts to validate Adler’s theory and methods 
through quantitative research will find that it suffers from several of the 
same shortcomings of other theories (Shelley, 2006). There has been inade-
quate definition of concepts such as social interest, lifestyle, or encourage-
ment, and as a consequence, developmental issues with instrumentation to 
measure the concepts remain. Research also tends to have had inadequate 
methodological considerations, including matters such as age, gender, and 
cultural representation (Slavik & Carlson, 2006). Another shortcoming is 
of sufficient interest to those who practice using it to conduct research. 
There is an inclination to find that it “works” and that is what practitioners 
seek and are satisfied to share. When the people you help express enthusi-
asm, appreciation, and relief from your efforts, you become a “believer.”

I remember well one of my first introductions to Adlerian theory with 
Bob Powers while attending a class at the Adler Institute of Chicago. I was 
teaching a course in advanced theories of counseling in my own program 
and was a not yet a believer in Dreikurs’ or Adler’s theories or methods. I 
began raising questions about the other theorists and what Adlerians might 
learn from them. Bob kindly but firmly suggested that if I wanted a course 
in comparative psychology, the University of Chicago had such a course! 
I buttoned up, listened, and observed him, Dreikurs, and other Adlerians 
work with individuals and families. I read their books, had the opportu-
nity for informal discussions with Dreikurs and Powers, and observed my 
own family upon my return home. While I had been schooled in the sci-
entific method and enjoyed research, I was won over not by data, but by 
students, counselees, parents, teachers, and administrators who said, “This 
fellow has something for me that I can use to make life better!” That was 
and is my validation, although I long for more and better research to sup-
port the concepts and methods.

In prior editions of this book, I have cited a variety of efforts by Adlerian 
researchers to validate the theory and methods. These efforts are continu-
ing, but they are not on a linear path or ones that tend to get funding.

Multicultural Considerations
The works of Adler and Dreikurs have been translated into several other 
languages and have been found appropriate in other cultures. In fact, the 
last edition of this book has been translated into Korean and Chinese. As 
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the demographics of the United States continue to shift toward more Asian 
Americans/Pacific Islanders, African Americans, and Hispanics, the 
Adlerian philosophy and values become all the more important to advance 
as the most inclusive of the theories. Equally notable is the fact that more 
than 50% of African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans are 
under the age of 25. As these populations continue to increase in number 
and age, the appropriateness of traditional counseling strategies will and 
should be challenged (Lee, 2006).

Arciniega and Newlon (1995) provided a review of major theories using 
11 racial and ethnic considerations. They rated the theories as follows: 
(+) positively; (–) negatively; (P) partially; or (0) not addressed. The 11 con-
siderations and the ratings given for Adlerian theory were as follows:

	 1.	 Language, e.g., competent in the native language of the coun-
selee, (0)

	 2.	 Family and social relations, e.g., respect for kinship ties, values, 
and minority groups’ strong sense of belonging and identity to the 
family groups, (+)

	 3.	 Time focus, e.g., events or situations are often viewed as more 
important than being on time, (P)

	 4.	N ature—people relationships, e.g., acceptance (not subjugation) 
and harmony with nature coexisting without control, (P)

	 5.	 Holistic view, e.g., operate from the perspective of environment 
and themselves as a whole, (+)

	 6.	 Human activity and cooperation, e.g., includes cooperation, con-
nectedness, and loyalty to the group while feeling respect for who 
you are and not of having to become better, (+)

	 7.	 Identity, e.g., self-identity cannot be separated from cultural iden-
tity, (P)

	 8.	 Mental health, e.g., sensitivity to culturally different views of what 
is normal or abnormal, (+)

	 9.	 Spirituality and religion, e.g., treat spirituality and religion as an 
integral part of the group and its individuals, (+)

	 10.	R esponsibility, e.g., concept of collective responsibility is pri-
oritized, family first, then group or community, and finally to 
self, (+)

	 11.	 Oppression and racism, e.g., whereas oppression exists for other 
groups, the physical characteristics of these minorities contribute 
to them being more easily identified for oppression and discrimi-
nation, and only Adlerians address this distinction, (+)

Adlerian theory, therefore, was rated positively on 7 of the 11 consid-
erations, partially addressed three others, and “does not address” only 



Individual Psychology  •  27

one, language. Ivey’s developmental theory was the next most culturally 
appropriate, with five positives and six ratings of partially responding 
to the considerations. The other theories evaluated were psychoanalytic, 
Jungian, existential, person-centered, Gestalt, transactional analysis, 
rational–emotive, cognitive–behavioral, reality therapy, and ecosystems. 
The authors noted the following about Adlerian theory:

Of all the theories this one holds the great promise because of sev-
eral characteristics. It focuses on the person in a familial and socio-
cultural context; it is involved in developing social interest and in 
contributing to others; and it emphasizes belonging, which supports 
the value system of these minorities groups. In addition, its emphasis 
on the role of the family and culture fits well with the values of these 
focus minority groups. Adlerian assumptions that people are equal, 
social and goal centered, and are holistic are congruent with the cul-
tural values of these racial and ethnic groups. (p. 577)

From a cultural perspective, these authors reaffirm the Adlerian con-
tention that the values that move persons toward social interest are also 
those that promote both the individual and the community. Contrary to a 
narrow interpretation of the Adlerian nurturing of social interest, it is out 
of respect for the individual’s values and not to instill conformity that the 
counselor is motivated to intervene.

The individual’s unique subjective interpretation and perception 
are part of the Adlerian theory, and the client’s values and views are 
honored and accepted. Adlerian goals are not aimed at deciding for 
clients what they should change about themselves. Rather, it works 
in collaboration with clients and their family networks. This theory 
offers a pragmatic approach that is flexible and uses a range of action-
oriented cognitive techniques to explore personal problems within 
their sociocultural context. (Arciniega & Newlon, 1995, p. 578)

The preceding assessments are especially notable because they are 
offered by individuals who are not principally Adlerian in their orientation. 
Although it is comforting to have such assessments, the implementation 
of the theory into practice is still the responsibility of the counseling prac-
titioner. By being congruent with the philosophy, values, and practices of 
Adlerian theory, however, counseling practitioners increase the probability 
of being appropriate in their interventions with culturally diverse groups.

Gender Considerations
Adler was an outspoken advocate for women’s rights. This position no 
doubt contributed to his ideas receiving a less than enthusiastic reception 
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by those in power during much of this century. In one of his papers, he 
wrote of “The Alleged Inferiority of Women” (1954):

Boys actually do show greater talent for studies which are capable 
of preparing them for their masculine occupations but this is only 
a seemingly greater talent. If we investigate more closely we learn 
that the story of the lesser capability of women is a palpable fable. 
(p. 109)

Dreikurs (1953) described Adler’s concept of the “masculine protest” 
as a fictive goal men and women pursued to overcome feelings of inferior-
ity. Although it was more pronounced in Europe, he noted that equality 
of women was still far from a reality in U.S. society. The masculine pro-
test is predicated on the observation that men had more privileges, power, 
and overall advantages. In order to be equal, women protested for treat-
ment equal to that of men. The “real man” image was further reinforced by 
heroes in the media.

As a consequence, a weak boy or man was disdained and only through 
protest could hope to gain equality. Girls and women had to protest to 
be treated like a man and, consequently, experience a sense of empower-
ment and respect. In the final analysis, Dreikurs believed that any system 
predicated on a lack of social equality was doomed to be unstable at the 
very least and, at its worst, to be unjust, oppressive, and disrespectful of 
individuals and groups.

Gender role differences, per se, do not necessarily constitute inequality. 
Inequities, however, can be inherent in the subculture of which an individ-
ual is a part. Such a reminder is needed when addressing the concerns of a 
specific counselee. Although an Adlerian will believe and behave in keep-
ing with a value system fundamentally based on social equality, there is 
always a point in the process of counseling when a counselee is asked, “Do 
you want to change (that which seems to be a problem)?” The responsibility 
for change rests with the counselee. Indeed, without the cooperation of the 
counselee, no progress is possible.

On the other hand, Dreikurs was very direct in his assessments about 
the conflicts between genders. Role expectations, divisions of responsibil-
ity, and related matters were not to be the major focus of attention in coun-
seling. Rather, finding solutions based on the fundamental valuing of each 
person as a social equal is essential. Who cooks, cares for the children, 
earns a paycheck, or takes the social initiative for the family is less a con-
cern than the point that all such activities are valued as contributing to the 
good of all. Dreikurs would applaud couples or families who decided on 
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task assignments based on competence rather than gender or other such 
arbitrary criteria. Chapters 9 and 10 address counseling with couples and 
families from the Adlerian perspective.

Also relevant to gender and discrimination is the partnerships and life 
choices of gays and lesbians. Such questions are raised in classes and work-
shops and there are occasionally references to early Adlerian works that 
include homosexuality as a form of neurosis. At least two points seem 
important to note. First, neurosis (no longer terminology used in practice) 
is indicative of those who choose to avoid meeting their life tasks through 
assumed disability. Therefore individuals of whatever orientation grow (or 
do not) in social interest by meeting life head on (or not). One’s orienta-
tion, then, does not in its nature constitute low social interest or neurosis. 
Second, like Adler, I believe that for the vast majority of individuals, they 
are the only judge of what is useful for them regardless of what others may 
think. Of greater interest is whether the homosexual individual meets life’s 
tasks responsibly, cooperatively, and happily.

One story about Adler is relevant at this point. This report came in the 
mid-1930s from a female family caseworker whose supervisor wanted her 
to consult with Dr. Adler regarding a 21-year-old man who was living “in 
sin” with an older man in Greenwich Village. She described the young 
man as very personable and highly intelligent. The following recounts her 
conversation with Dr. Adler:

Suddenly the door to the inner sanctum opened, and a deep 
accented voice (which somehow matched his rotund, pudgy appear-
ance) invited me to come in and be seated. Tobacco smoke and 
fumes hung in the small room like a tangible wall. He glanced for a 
moment at my report of “John,” which lay on top of a vastly untidy 
desk, and he looked at me over his glasses. “You say this John—he is 
homosexual?”

“Oh, yes,” I replied.

“And is he happy, would you say?”

“Oh, yes,” I replied.

“Well,” leaning back in his swivel chair and putting his thumbs in 
his vest, “Why don’t we leave him alone? Eh?” This was doubtless the 
most profound wisdom he could have shared with me. (Manaster 
et al., 1977, p. 82)
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Adler and Beyond

Perhaps there is no greater challenge than being true to the principles of 
Adler and Dreikurs while not being bound by their time in the history 
of the helping professions. They were both proactive and ahead of their 
time in many respects. There is every reason to believe that they would 
be every bit as farsighted today if they were among us. Adler’s daughter 
Alexandria made the following observation:

I would have loved my father to have seen the effect of drugs on psy-
chosis. I am sure that he would have accepted it. He was always open 
to any progress. (Manaster et al., 1977, p. 57)

Prochaska and Norcross (1994) reported the results of a Delphi poll to 
ascertain, among other things, what 75 “experts” consider to be “hot and 
not hot” in the next millennium in terms of interventions and modalities. 
The authors reported:

The consensus is that psychotherapy will become more directive, 
psychoeducational, present-centered, problem focused, and briefer 
in the next decade. … In terms of therapy formats, individuals, cou-
ples, family and group therapy are seen on the upward swing, but the 
huge transformation is expected in the length of therapy: short term 
is in, and long term is on its way out. (p. 486)

Also reported were questions about theoretical orientations and their 
predicted increase or decrease in importance. Although Adlerian theory 
was not specifically mentioned, as is often the case, “psychodynamic/
neo-Freudian” was cited; this category often is used to include Adlerians. 
The respondents predicted that these approaches would decrease at least 
slightly in the coming years among the groups. The irony in these predic-
tions is in the relevance of Adlerian values, interventions, and modalities 
and the lack of identification with this approach to future change.

In a society where economics are a driving force of many policy deci-
sions, attention to these matters will be all the more important in the 
future. Now more than ever, there is an opportunity to contribute to the 
needs of society. To do so will require an effort that extends Adler’s and 
Dreikurs’ contributions further into the affairs of institutions and groups 
that shape the quality of life within society. Their legacy is a challenge to 
those who believe that society will be better served by the philosophy, the 
values, and the psychology of Alfred Adler.
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Summary

The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler is the forerunner of many 
other approaches to education, counseling, and therapy today. Even as 
other approaches incorporate or independently discover principles and 
methods essentially Adlerian in nature, Adlerian institutes, study groups, 
and practitioners continue to provide answers for otherwise discour-
aged and often bankrupt systems of institutions. Central concepts to this 
approach include:

	 1.	 Human beings are social beings who are essentially self-
determining, purposive, and creative (idiographic) in their 
approaches to making a place for themselves in life.

	 2.	 Individuals are best understood holistically in their functioning 
from a phenomenological (subjective) point of view.

	 3.	 The lifestyle—one’s unique set of convictions about the self, life, 
and others—is the map or outline individuals use to guide them-
selves in approaching basic life tasks: work, friendship, love, self, 
and spirit. Established between 6 and 8 years of age, it remains basi-
cally unexamined and unchanged under normal circumstances.

	 4.	 Unsuccessful coping with basic life tasks is a sign of discourage-
ment. Discouragement can be overcome early in life more easily; 
however, it can always be overcome if the individual chooses to 
do so.

	 5.	 Social interest is Adler’s conceptualization of a quality in human 
beings that constitutes their proclivity for being responsible, 
cooperative, and creative members of humankind. Persons high 
in social interest enjoy and like themselves, others, and life. Social 
interest must be nurtured, however, or the individual’s faulty 
perceptions of himself or herself can result in discouraged, self-
defeating behaviors.

	 6.	 Adlerians tend to subscribe to a value system based on social 
democracy, with equality of people at the core. Their approach 
to helping other people is basically educative and preventative in 
nature, although remedial and crisis intervention work is also car-
ried out.

	 7.	 In an increasingly pluralistic, multicultural society, Adlerian 
theory according to such experts holds “great promise” as the 
most appropriate theory on which to base counseling inter-
ventions. Likewise, fundamentally based on social democracy 
and social equality, it has been and is the single greatest advo-
cate for social equality as a reality between males and females, 
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majority and minority populations, different generations, and 
all who are oppressed.

Further elaboration on these and related concepts may be found in 
the succeeding chapters in the discussion of methods and techniques of 
Individual Psychology with individuals and groups.

Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 Goal-directed behavior
	 a.	 Explain the concept of goal-directed behavior (i.e., behavior is 

purposive).
	 b.	 Do you agree? _____________________ If not, why?
	 2.	 What is meant by “socio-teleo-analytic” as descriptions for this 

approach?
	 a.	 What is the function of emotions?
	 b.	 Where do emotions originate?
	 c.	 In what ways can emotions be useful or disruptive socially?
	 3.	 Life Tasks
	 a.	 Which of the life tasks is most easily met?
	 b.	 Which of the life tasks is most difficult to meet?
	 c.	 Explain your responses to “a” and “b.”
	 4.	 Why is this approach considered to have “great promise” for 

minorities?
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2Chapter 

Wellness Through Social Interest
The Goal of Helping

Jane E. Myers

As is true of all people, Adler was a product of his times and unique life 
experiences. Educated as a physician and psychiatrist at a time when sci-
entific, reductionist thinking predominated, he was taught that people 
can only be understood in part and not in whole, and that mental illness 
existed only in the mind. Yet he chose to believe that people function as 
an integrated whole, that individuals cannot be understood outside of 
their relational and environmental context, that mental illness is a creative 
response to life circumstances, and that mental health is a personal choice 
achieved through interest in and cooperation with others. Consistent with 
these concepts, he defined the goal of helping as one of finding meaning in 
life through the promotion of social interest.

Clearly, it was uncommon for a physician of Adler’s time to reject the 
deficit-based, medical model. In so doing, Adler recognized that health 
and illness could be approached from either of two diametrically opposed 
perspectives. These perspectives were identified by the two daughters of 
Asclepius, the Greek god of healing. While Panacea promoted the notion 
of healing through treatment of existing illnesses, Hygeia believed that the 
best approach to healing was to teach people ways of living so they would 
not become sick. Panacea clearly was the forerunner of modern medicine, 
while Hygeia may be credited with initiating the wellness movement more 
than 2,000 years ago. In following Hygeia’s thinking, Adler both recog-
nized the limitations of the medical model and became the undisputed 



34  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy

father of the modern wellness movement. Similarly, consistent with 
other instances in which little or no credit is given to Adler for his ideas, 
though his influence is clearly present in the writings of others, Individual 
Psychology may be seen as the forerunner of much of what is now called 
positive psychology.

In this chapter, wellness and positive psychology are defined and 
a model of wellness based in Adlerian precepts, specifically the key life 
tasks, is presented. The inseparability of body, mind, and spirit is integral 
to the wellness perspective; thus, the concept of holism is presented as the 
foundation for understanding both helping and human functioning in the 
wellness paradigm. An evidence-based wellness model exemplifies this 
philosophy. Wellness concepts are clearly supported in cross-disciplinary 
research, and Adlerian-based wellness models have been the impetus for 
much research in the helping professions. This body of research is briefly 
described. The chapter concludes with a discussion of helping from a well-
ness perspective, emphasizing the goal of social interest as a guide in the 
counseling process.

Definitions of Wellness

Wellness is sometimes confused with health, yet health is actually a neutral 
state in which one is not ill. If we place illness on one side of a continuum, 
and wellness on the other, health is the midpoint of the scale (Travis & Ryan, 
1988). The World Health Organization (WHO, 1958) defined wellness as 
“physical, mental, and social well-being, not merely the absence of disease” 
(p. 1). Hence, it is easy to see that wellness is neither a unidimensional nor 
static construct. It is a dynamic state of being or becoming, which moves 
in an inherently positive direction. Unfortunately, wellness does not just 
happen; rather, achieving a state of wellness requires conscious awareness 
and choice, which is another way to explain what Adler defined as pur-
poseful living.

The intentional nature of wellness is inherent in virtually all defini-
tions of this construct. For example, Bill Hettler (1984), a physician who is 
credited with bringing wellness into the forefront of modern medicine and 
public health, defined wellness as “an active process through which people 
become aware of, and make choices toward, a more successful existence” 
(p. 14). Psychologists Archer, Probert, and Gage (1987) defined wellness 
as “the process and state of a quest for maximum human functioning 
that involves the body, mind, and spirit” (p. 311). More recently, Myers, 
Sweeney, and Witmer (2000), after reviewing research from multiple dis-
ciplines, concluded that wellness is “a way of life oriented toward optimal 
health and well-being, in which body, mind, and spirit are integrated by 
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the individual to live life more fully within the human and natural com-
munity. Ideally, it is the optimum state of health and well-being that each 
individual is capable of achieving” (p. 252).

Virtually all definitions consider wellness as simultaneously an outcome 
and a process, both an overarching goal for living and a daily minute-by-
minute way of being. It is a global, multifaceted construct, characterized 
in models that explain wellness as both the process and goal of optimum 
human functioning. It is sometimes confused with positive psychology, 
which is not surprising as the two areas of study share some common 
aspects and intentions. The wellness movement has a much longer, diverse, 
and varied history, and is “claimed” by multiple professions, including 
medicine, public health, nursing, occupational therapy, and counseling, to 
name a few. The definitions provided above and models discussed below 
demonstrate a close association between wellness and Adlerian concepts. 
In contrast, positive psychology is a more recent movement that is clearly 
defined within one professional sphere.

Positive Psychology

Positive psychology is a recently defined specialty area of psychology that 
has grown in influence and emphasis since first introduced by Seligman in 
his 1998 Presidential Address to the American Psychological Association. 
It is actually “an umbrella term for the study of positive emotions, posi-
tive character traits, and enabling institutions” (Seligman, Steen, Park, & 
Peterson, 2005, p. 410). Positive psychologists seek to identify what makes 
life most worth living, and what makes people happy.

Ryff and Keyes (1995) were among the first to observe that existing mod-
els of human functioning based in the psychology literature were grounded 
in a deficit-based, medical model, in contrast to “abundant accounts of 
positive functioning in subfields of psychology” (p. 720). Building on the 
earlier work of theorists such as Maslow, Jung, Rogers, and Erikson, all 
of whom depicted healthy adult development as a trajectory of expanded 
personal growth and fulfillment, these authors defined well-being in terms 
of affective elements of happiness and a cognitive component that empha-
sizes life satisfaction. They also developed a multidimensional model of 
well-being composed of six distinct components: self-acceptance, positive 
relations with others, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and per-
sonal growth. These concepts are widely reflected in emerging models that 
emphasize the central role of emotion in psychological health.

Based on emerging research in positive psychology, Peterson and 
Seligman (2004) have developed a manual to highlight positive aspects of 
functioning in contrast to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
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Disorders (DSM; American Psychiatric Association, 2000). Their Character 
Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification identifies six vir-
tues “that almost every culture across the world endorses: wisdom, cour-
age, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence” (Seligman et al., 
2005, p. 411). A variety of strengths are identified with each virtue, such 
as creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness, love of learning, and perspective 
within the wisdom and knowledge virtue, and forgiveness, modesty, pru-
dence, and self-regulation within the virtue of temperance. While these 
strengths have parallels in the writings of Adler and his followers, wellness 
models incorporate a holistic approach to human functioning that is more 
consistent with Adler’s descriptions of key life tasks.

The Wheel of Wellness

Sweeney and Witmer (1991) and Witmer and Sweeney (1992) conducted a 
review of cross-disciplinary studies to identify correlates of health, quality 
of life, and longevity. Using Adlerian Individual Psychology and the five 
life tasks as an organizing principle, they proposed relationships among 12 
components of wellness depicted graphically in a wheel. Following early 
research with this model, it was expanded and refined, with 17 compo-
nents depicted in the Wheel of Wellness (see Figure 2.1; Myers, Sweeney, & 
Witmer, 2000), which interact with contextual and global forces to impact 
holistic well-being.

Spirituality is depicted as the center of the wheel and most important 
characteristic of well-being. Surrounding the center is a series of 12 spokes 
in the life task of self-direction or self-regulation: sense of worth; sense of 
control; realistic beliefs; emotional responsiveness and management; intel-
lectual stimulation, problem solving, and creativity; sense of humor; exer-
cise; nutrition; self-care; stress management; gender identity; and cultural 
identity. These spokes help to regulate or direct the self as we respond to 
the life tasks of work and leisure, friendship, and love, which are shown in 
the outer circle surrounding and both influencing and being influenced by 
all of the spokes of self-direction.

The Wheel model is ecological, in that the life tasks interact dynamically 
with several life forces, including family, community, religion, education, 
government, media, and business/industry. The life forces and life tasks, in 
turn, interact with and are affected by global events, natural (e.g., floods, 
famine) and human (e.g., wars), positive as well as negative. The emphasis 
in this model on contextual factors is consistent with Adler’s emphasis on 
connectedness with, and concern for, the environment as a component of 
social interest (i.e., concern for the common good).

In a healthy person, all life tasks are interconnected and interact for the 
well-being or detriment of the individual. In other words, changes in one 
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area of wellness affect other areas, in both positive and negative directions. 
Healthy functioning also occurs on a developmental continuum, and 
healthy behaviors at any one point in life affect subsequent development 
and functioning as well. Further, both gender and cultural differences in 
many of the components of wellness have been identified (See Myers & 
Sweeney, 2005, for a review of wellness research).

The Indivisible Self: An Evidence-Based Model of Wellness

Use of the Wheel model and the WEL (Wellness Evaluation of Lifestyle) 
over a decade led to the development of a large empirical database that 
was analyzed using structural equation modeling (Hattie, Myers, & 
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Sweeney, 2004). The outcome of exploratory and confirmatory factor 
analyses resulted in a clearly defined structural model that led to a new, 
evidence-based model of wellness called the Indivisible Self (IS-Wel; see 
Figure  2.2). In this model, consistent with Adlerian principles, the self 
is the central and indivisible core of wellness, represented by a single, 
higher-order factor called Wellness. Surrounding this core are five 
second-order factors, the Creative Self, Coping Self, Social Self, Essential 
Self, and Physical Self.

Although one result of the factor analysis was that the circumplex 
structure hypothesized in the theoretical wheel model was not supported, 
each of the original 17 components of wellness was confirmed as distinct 
third-order factors. In the IS-Wel model, these factors are grouped within 
the five second-order factors of the self. Contextual variables comprise an 
important part of this model, and include local, institutional, global, and 
chronometrical variables.

The gray circles in the Indivisible Self model represent the Creative 
Self, Coping Self, Social Self, Essential Self, and Physical Self. These five fac-
tors make up the whole self, or the indivisible self. Each of the selves is 
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comprised of additional subfactors that contribute both to wellness in that 
self and to total wellness.

The Creative Self is the combination of attributes that each of us forms 
to make a unique place among others in our social interactions. There are 
five components to this factor: thinking, emotions, control, work, and, posi-
tive humor. These are the factors we think affect our emotions as well as our 
body. Likewise, our emotional experiences affect our cognitive responses 
to similar experiences. Control refers to how much we think we can influ-
ence and change the events in our life. Positive expectations influence 
our emotions, behavior, and anticipated outcomes, and positive humor 
has a pervasive influence on our physical as well as mental functioning. 
Enriching our ability to think clearly, perceive accurately, and respond 
appropriately can decrease stress and enhance the humor response. When 
we have a hearty laugh, it affects our immune system positively. Likewise, 
work is an essential element that can enhance or detract from our capacity 
to live life fully.

There are four components to the Coping Self: realistic beliefs, stress 
management, self-worth, and leisure. Irrational beliefs are the source of 
many of our frustrations and disappointments with life. Even those who 
hold to such fictive notions as “I always need to please others” can cope 
successfully with life’s requirements if they learn to manage the inevitable 
stress that they will experience as a result of these beliefs. Likewise, self-
worth can be enhanced through effective coping with life’s challenges. 
As self-efficacy is experienced through success experiences, self-worth 
increases as well. Finally, leisure is essential to wellness and continual 
development. Learning to become totally absorbed in an activity where 
time stands still helps one not only cope with, but transcend, life chal-
lenges. This feeling is called flow. Leisure opens pathways to growth in 
both creative and spiritual dimensions. The Coping Self, then, is composed 
of elements that regulate our responses to life events and provides a means 
for transcending any negative effects of what happens in our life.

The Social Self includes two components: friendship and love. Friendship 
and love exist on a continuum. As a consequence, they are not clearly distin-
guishable in practice. Sexual intimacy is sometimes thought to be a distinc-
tion between love and friendship. Friendships and intimate relationships 
do enhance the quality and length of our life. Isolation, alienation, and 
separation from others generally are associated with all manner of poor 
health conditions and greater susceptibility to premature death. In con-
trast, social support is the strongest predictor of positive mental health over 
the life span. The mainstay of this support is family, with healthier families 
providing the most positive sources of individual wellness. Importantly, 
healthy families can be either biological or families of choice.
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The Essential Self is comprised of four components: spirituality, self-
care, gender identity, and cultural identity. Spirituality, a broad concept 
that includes but is not limited to religiosity, has positive benefits for lon-
gevity and quality of life. It incorporates one’s existential sense of meaning, 
purpose, and hopefulness toward life. Both gender and cultural identity 
are filters through which life experiences are viewed, and they influence 
how we experience others in relation to ourselves. Both affect our essential 
meaning-making processes in relation to life, self, and others. Self-care 
includes proactive efforts to live long and live well. Conversely, careless-
ness, avoidance of health-promoting habits, and general disregard of one’s 
well-being are potentially signs of despair and may be reflected in loss of a 
sense of meaning and purpose in life.

The Physical Self factor includes two components, exercise and nutri-
tion. These are widely promoted, and unfortunately often overemphasized 
to the exclusion of other components of holistic well-being. The research 
is compelling with regard to the importance of exercise and nutrition, and 
the manner in which our physical needs change over the life span. Not sur-
prisingly, preliminary data suggest that “survivors,” i.e., individuals who 
live longest, attend to both exercise and diet/nutrition.

The importance of context, or systems, in understanding human behavior, 
has been well established. We do not function in isolation but in relation to 
others through our families, neighborhoods, work, and so forth. A complete 
understanding of a person cannot be made without incorporating a concern 
for environmental factors. As is true of the other wellness factors, contexts 
can operate for better or for worse in relation to our wellness. Further, we are 
both affected by and affect the contexts in which we live. The Indivisible Self 
is both affected by and has an effect on the surrounding world. In Figure 2.2, 
four contexts are presented: local, institutional, global, and chronometrical.

Local contexts include those systems in which we live most often—our 
families, neighborhoods, and communities. The issue of safety is central 
in this context. Institutional contexts include education, religion, govern-
ment, business and industry, and the media. These institutions affect our 
lives in both direct and indirect ways. Often the influence is powerful, dif-
ficult to assimilate, and of course may be positive or negative. The effect of 
policies and laws on our wellness is central to this context. Global contexts, 
including politics, culture, global events, and the environment, become 
increasingly personal to us through the media, especially television and 
increasingly the Internet. The effect of world events on our wellness is the 
central focus of this context.

The final context, chronometrical, represents our responses to changes 
in our lives over time. Wellness involves the acute and chronic effects of 
lifestyle behaviors and choices throughout our life span. Wellness choices 
made earlier in life have a cumulative and positive effect as we grow older. 
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Similarly, unhealthy lifestyle choices have a negative effect that intensifies 
as we age. Movement in the time dimension is perpetual, positive, and 
purposeful if high-level wellness is to be achieved.

Wellness Research

Both the Wheel of Wellness and the Indivisible Self model have been oper-
ationalized using paper-and-pencil assessment instruments. The Wellness 
Evaluation of Lifestyle (WEL) (Myers, Witmer, & Sweeney, 1996a, 1996b) 
and the Five Factor Wellness Inventory (5F-Wel) (Myers & Sweeney, 2004) 
have been used extensively in wellness research as well as in clinical prac-
tice. The existing research has been presented by Myers and Sweeney (2005; 
2008) and includes studies of various populations, correlates of wellness, 
and cross-cultural/cross-national studies.

The 5F-Wel and the WEL have been used in multiple studies primarily 
as outcome measures or dependent variables, and have been used to study 
wellness in relation to diverse psychological constructs and demographic 
indices. They also have been used for program evaluation and as pre- and 
posttest measures for counseling interventions with elementary school 
students, college populations, and independent adults in the community. 
Myers and Sweeney (2005) listed more than 30 doctoral dissertations and 
even more independent studies of wellness conducted using the Wheel 
and IS-Wel models.

Several studies with minority populations have established the signifi-
cance of wellness in cultural studies. These studies have examined well-
ness scores in relation to factors such as ethnic identity and acculturation 
of adolescent Native Americans, adolescent Korean Americans, African 
American male college juniors and seniors, adult gay males, and midlife 
lesbians. In each case, the wellness scales provided differential measures of 
population and subpopulation characteristics.

Multiple studies of psychological correlates of wellness using the WEL 
and 5F-Wel have been conducted. Wellness has been linked positively to 
constructs such as short-term state and long-term trait aspects of psy-
chological well-being, healthy love styles, job satisfaction, and mattering, 
and negatively to constructs such as psychological disturbance, perceived 
stress, objectified body consciousness, and excessive alcohol consumption. 
Not surprisingly, wellness has been positively associated with religiosity, 
spirituality, and social interest.

The 5F-Wel has been translated/adapted into several languages as the 
basis for studies of cross-cultural differences in wellness. Completed 
adaptations have been tested in Israel, Turkey, Korea, China, Japan, 
Lithuania, and Portugal. Additional adaptations are in progress for 
Spanish-speaking children, adolescents, and adults. These studies are 
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revealing significant challenges in relation to cross-cultural equivalence 
of wellness concepts. For example, cultural identity, an easily described 
concept in the pluralistic U.S. society, has been difficult to explain in 
monocultural societies such as those found in Korea and Lithuania. 
Concepts such as stress have been differently explained in other lan-
guages and cultures.

What is lacking to date in wellness research is consideration of con-
textual factors and their influence on individual well-being. The extent to 
which individual wellness is affected by the various contexts has not been 
examined empirically. Such relationships are likely to be reciprocal and 
significant, based on what we know to date about social interest and com-
munity feelings (see Slavik & Carlson, 2006).

Wellness Counseling

Counseling from a wellness perspective requires that the professional 
helper introduce a wellness model as a framework for discussing wellness 
with a client. Understanding what wellness means to the individual, and 
how they assess their wellness in relation to the components of the model, 
is important for understanding how the client interprets the personal 
meaning of wellness concepts and behaviors. Careful listening will reveal 
much of the client’s private logic. For example, an overweight client who 
consistently is unable to lose weight may explain that “I really do not eat 
that much! Other people eat more, but they are not as heavy as I am. It is 
just not fair!”

Clients often want to know how many of the components of wellness are 
necessary in order to be fully functioning. The unspoken motive often is to 
get around a lack of wellness in some particular area. A young man who is 
intent on succeeding in work to the exclusion of all else may explain why 
humor is a complete waste of time. He misses the opportunity to gain new 
perspectives on life through the ability to laugh at his predicaments. A 
middle-aged man who never reads or uses the Internet may explain that 
when he comes home from work, he “deserves” to be able to relax and 
watch television, yet the lack of intellectual stimulation combined with lit-
tle or no physical exercise are reflected in his depression and lack of energy 
for even minimal physical tasks. Having clients identify areas of wellness 
that are of little or less importance to them can reveal important clues 
about the tasks of life they are choosing to avoid, or attempting to meet in 
unhealthy ways.

Because the components of wellness are interactive, and the life tasks are 
interactive, wellness in one area can be an impetus for positive change in 
other areas. This means that helping clients choose and focus on improv-
ing any area of wellness is a means for promoting positive holistic change. 
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Choosing areas of competence may seem less important to the counselor, 
but through reinforcement of coping skills, such choices by clients can 
be the basis for strength-based interventions to create even more positive 
change. On the other hand, strong negative patterns of coping related to 
specific life tasks will need to be addressed directly if change is to occur. 
We all are able to use our private logic to avoid life tasks. When assessing 
and examining the wellness areas, faulty logic is likely to emerge in bold 
relief and can be addressed through the counseling processes discussed 
throughout this book.

Having multiple components of wellness to consider provides a dis-
tinct advantage in counseling, in that almost any client, even those who 
are most unhealthy, will be able to identify one or more areas of relative 
strength. This area (or areas) will provide a common ground for coopera-
tion in the counseling relationship and can become the focus for enhanc-
ing social interest. Once clients understand the wellness model, awareness 
of the various components may arouse curiosity and increased investment 
in the processes of change.

Summary

We believe if Adler were writing today, he would welcome association of 
his theory with the term wellness. Wellness was defined in this chapter as 
a holistic process and goal for optimizing human functioning. Wellness 
models incorporate the five life tasks and emphasize the interactive nature 
of these tasks. Further, individuals exist in contexts, all of which affect how 
we think, feel, and act. Not only are the life tasks interactive but individu-
als interact with their contexts. Thus, changes in one area will affect all 
other areas, for better or for worse. Counselors working from a wellness 
perspective will learn much about a client’s private logic in many areas, 
and can use identified strengths to promote positive change in multiple 
wellness areas.

Study Questions

	 1.	 Health and wellness seem like one in the same in common-day 
language. How are these concepts different as presented in this 
chapter? What distinguished health from wellness?

	 2.	 How can wellness be enhanced by higher social interest? Are they 
mutually exclusive? Why or why not?

	 3.	 Why are overemphasis on exercise, nutrition, or positive emo-
tional health (positive psychology) not sufficient from a wellness 
perspective?
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Activities

	 1.	 Assessing Your Wellness: Choose one of the wellness models 
presented in this chapter, either the Wheel of Wellness or the 
Indivisible Self. Assess yourself on each component of the model 
using a simple scaling question: On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being 
low, how well do you feel in this area? Once you have assessed 
all of the areas, choose 1 or 2 and think about how you would go 
about creating greater wellness. Write down at least three activi-
ties that could enhance your wellness. What is keeping you from 
doing these things? What are the rewards that accrue to you from 
not changing? How can you overcome your private resistance to 
change?

	 2.	 Creating Motivation for Change: Review each of the wellness 
dimensions on which you rated yourself in the first exercise. For 
each one, complete two additional rating scales, again using the 
numbers 1 to 10. First, assess how satisfied you are with your well
ness score. Then, assess how much time you spend on that wellness 
area. What does this information tell you about the areas where 
you have a low level of wellness? A high level of wellness?

	 3.	 Identifying and Using Your Strengths: Review your well-
ness ratings again. Select one or two areas where you have high 
wellness. What is it about these areas that is important to you? 
What do you commit in terms of time, energy, and resources 
that make these areas of wellness higher than others? How can 
you use your wellness strengths to help enhance your areas of 
lower wellness?

	 4.	 Developing a Personal Wellness Plan: Review your wellness rat-
ings again, this time focusing on areas where you rated yourself 
lower. Select one or at most two areas in which you will work to 
create positive change. We caution against choosing more than 
one or two at a time in order to increase your chances of successful 
change. Success is reinforcing and has a multiplier effect on your 
total wellness. Develop a plan for change that includes long- and 
short-range goals, timelines, and specific tasks you can undertake 
to improve your wellness. Finally, what are some ways you can 
integrate your wellness strengths into your plan to improve these 
specific areas of lower wellness?
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3Chapter 

Life’s Rules Are for Everyone
Natural and Logical Consequences

Have you ever

locked your car keys in the car?•	
found in the checkout line that you had left your cash and •	
checkbook at home?
stubbed your toe while walking without shoes?•	
lost or broken something of value because of carelessness?•	

All of these events can be powerful inf luences on behavior. All have 
certain characteristics in common. Each results in an undesirable, 
sometimes painful, consequence. Each is the result of shortsightedness 
with respect to possible outcomes. In each case, no one else is involved 
(i.e., the natural consequence follows without the intervention of any-
one else).

Such experiences prompt comments such as “experience is our best 
teacher” or “learning through the school of hard knocks.” Much can be 
said about the value of personal experience as a guide to learning how to 
cope with life. Such learning has its disadvantages, however. For example, 
real bodily harm or even death can be a result of a serious oversight. In 
other cases, an individual may overreact to possible consequences and 
develop fears that impede other areas of personal development. Also, some 
consequences take an indefinite period of time to have an effect (e.g., not 
brushing one’s teeth eventually causes cavities or unhealthy gums). In 
short, natural consequences affect how one learns to cope with life, but 
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intelligent use of them is important for such consequences to have a posi-
tive influence.

Action Dimensions

The action dimensions—natural consequences, logical consequences, and 
encouragement—of the Adlerian approach are the foundation of the edu-
cative process.

Natural Consequences
This consequence is the result of an ill-advised behavior and will follow with-
out the intervention of another person. For example, if you neglect to take 
your clothes to the laundry, they do not get cleaned; if the children do not 
place their dirty clothes in the laundry hamper, they do not get cleaned.

Logical Consequences
This consequence is the result of an ill-advised behavior and can follow logi-
cally even though it requires the purposeful intervention of another person. 
For example, if others must pick up your belongings, they also may decide 
where to place them. A logical consequence would follow that you would 
have to do without the use of your belongings during this period of time.

Encouragement
This dimension denotes the process by which one develops the faith and 
self-confidence needed to cope successfully with any predicament, defeat, 
or task; whatever the circumstance, individuals know that they have a 
place, that they belong, and that they will survive.

Experiencing Natural Consequences

Natural consequences are the negative outcomes of an ill-advised behavior 
that follow without the intervention of another person. ἀ ese are among 
the great social levelers in nature. Regardless of your social stature, if 
you violate “commonsense” rules about life, nature has its own recourse! 
You can be sure that heads of government sometimes stub their toes while 
fumbling around their bedrooms in the dark. Likewise, the most expen-
sive automobile will not run unless the driver remembers to keep fuel in its 
gas tank. You can see how each person’s equality is reinforced by recogni-
tion that nature’s laws apply to all persons regardless of sex, age, race, and 
so forth. Such rules are for everyone!

From a historical perspective, the use of natural consequences as an aid 
to child rearing is by no means new. Spencer (1885) supported Rousseau’s 
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concepts of 100 years earlier and condemned the harsh treatment accorded 
many children by parents and other adults. Spencer believed that punish-
ment debased children rather than prepared them for the demands of adult 
life. As a more proper alternative, he discussed what Adlerians identify as 
a natural consequence:

When a child falls or runs his head against a table, the remembrance 
of which tends to make it more careful; and by repetition of such 
experience, it is eventually disciplined into proper guidance of its 
movements. … So deep an impression is produced by one or two 
events of this kind, that no persuasion will afterwards induce it 
thus to disregard the laws of its constitution … they are simply the 
unavoidable consequences of the deeds which they follow: are noth-
ing more than the inevitable reactions entailed by the child’s actions. 
(Spencer, 1885, pp. 161–163)

Everyone has learned important lessons about the natural order from 
such experiences. Thus, individuals have a very useful tool in helping 
others to accept responsibility for their actions. Without explaining, nag-
ging, or pleading, one can “let nature take its course” and allow natural 
consequences to enforce the order that impinges on everyone.

Practical Implications

So many illustrations of natural consequences are operating that only a few 
should help you begin a list of your own. Carelessness in watching where 
you are going can result in bumps and bruises. Most children have ignored 
admonitions such as “don’t run so fast” and fallen hard enough to hurt 
themselves. Touching hot plates or kettles contributes to continued caution 
even when you are mature enough to discriminate between those items that 
may be dangerous and those that are not. Some adults pay little attention 
to their automobile fuel gauges or “idiot” light for oil. Inconveniences and 
costly repair bills are a result of such carelessness. Likewise, oversleeping, 
overeating, working to the point of exhaustion, forgetting tools needed to 
do a job, or allowing work to accumulate beyond a reasonable point all 
constitute situations that contribute to natural consequences.

Self-Study Situations
Now try to select one or more consequences to each action by asking the 
following question: What happens if no one intervenes in a positive or 
negative way?
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1. You never pick up your 
clothes

_____ a.	 they remain dirty
_____ b.	 they get more soiled
_____ c.	 you run out of clothes
_____ d.	 someone else must pick them up

2. You go to a store late _____ a.	 store is closed
_____ b.	 someone must open it for you
_____ c.	 you may be inconvenienced
_____ d.	 you become angry

3. You do not complete your 
work

_____ a.	 someone else does it for you
_____ b.	� you may have to do it at another 

potentially less convenient time
_____ c.	 you have more to do the next time
_____ d.	� you may lack the knowledge, skill, or 

experience needed for a future task

4. You ignore the natural laws _____ a.	 you may get bruised or injured
_____ b.	 someone must protect you
_____ c.	� you run into or over that which is 

around you
_____ d.	 your insurance rates go up

To help fully understand some of the subtleties of discriminating among 
the alternatives, find someone with whom to compare responses if pos-
sible. Then check the appropriate answers at the bottom of this page.*

Frequently someone will indicate that a natural consequence is anger 
or a similar emotional reaction. Emotions, however, are not an unavoid-
able consequences or inevitable reactions to an experience. People dif-
fer in their emotional reactions to identical events. Therefore, emotional 
reactions are not natural consequences. Likewise, to have an automobile 
accident while “ignoring the natural laws of motion” may result in higher 
insurance rates, but this requires the intervention of someone else. Because 
of a number of circumstances, the insurance company may choose not to 
change your rates.

Occasionally the question of dangerous circumstances will arise. When 
we speak of this situation as a commonsense approach, the need for judg-
ment is implied. In fact, mastery of the subject can be determined in part 
by one’s ability to discriminate in the use of general rules. Knowing when 
it is most appropriate to make an exception to a general rule connotes one 
evidence of mastery. Sometimes you may choose not to intervene and pro-
tect a young person from a fall or bump because he or she has insisted 

*	 Key: 1. a, b, c; 2. a, c; 3. b, c, d; 4. a, c
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on discovering the consequence for himself or herself. Likewise, you may 
choose to stop providing a colleague, friend, or spouse with a way out for 
“forgetting” tools, supplies, appointments, and so forth, when it becomes 
apparent that you (and others) only serve to reinforce self-defeating or 
irresponsible behavior. On the other hand, no one could stand aside while 
a 2- or 3-year-old ran into a busy thoroughfare or someone proceeded to 
light a cigarette in an area of gas fumes.

The imagined prospect of youngsters maiming or killing themselves has 
been the enslavement of many adults. In discussions with many youngsters 
and on the basis of years of observation, a general truth seems apparent. 
On the average, no one chooses to seriously injure himself or herself pur-
posely. Some may flirt with danger but generally with an expectation that 
they will not be injured. Some few young people and adults seem com-
pelled to test themselves as daredevils. These people are the exceptions. 
More often, as one cartoonist noted in a discussion between two young-
sters, they “have to plan their emergencies very carefully in advance!” in 
order to impress the adults in their lives.

Children plan their emergencies to impress adults.

In one parent study group, a parent was convinced her son was “bound 
and determined to do himself in.” Based on other information, the group 
questioned this assumption, but the parent felt compelled to protect him 
from all manner of dangers. Two sessions later, the parent returned a 
believer in the group’s admonitions. That week while the parent was in the 
process of preparing supper, the boy was seen to be walking on the peak 
of the garage roof. Suddenly he lost his footing and fell. Convinced that he 
had finally done it this time, the parent ran into the backyard. There behind 
the garage, sitting on top of a large carefully piled layer of leaves, was the 
son, grinning from ear to ear. No one needed to explain his motivation and 
a more motivated parent study group participant could not be found!

Children are not the only ones whose behavior causes problems. When 
a family member, roommate, or coworker persistently abuses common 
courtesy, allowing natural consequences to occur may be the solution. For 
example, many homemakers complain that their spouses tend to come 
home later than expected but looking for a fresh, still hot meal. The obvi-
ous consequence is a cold meal. In fact, when family members don’t make 
it home or don’t call to say that they will be delayed, some families agree 
that the late arrivers get leftovers. In such instances, no comments taunt 
the late arriver nor angry feelings because a good meal was not had by all. 
Silence is golden and friendliness an asset.
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This last point is particularly important to understand. Because many 
people are accustomed to the use of punishment as a method of discipline, 
they want the offender to suffer! They believe that it isn’t enough to no 
longer be in conflict; they want revenge or retribution! When in such a 
mental state, some natural consequences may seem mild indeed. Revenge 
and desire for retribution tend to escalate a conflict whereas natural con-
sequences do not. Because no one need intervene, the force of reality is the 
teacher. You can remain friendly and unperturbed by what formerly had 
been an annoying situation. Statements of “I told you so” or “Now you’ll 
know better than to do that” are unnecessary, if not also unkind. They also 
increase the probability of further conflict. Be patient and recognize that 
more responsible behavior will follow as the consequences prove their own 
value as a source of learning.

On a more serious note, the literature on alcohol and other substance 
abusers supports the position that often family and friends enable loved 
ones to continue in their self- and other-destructive behavior by excus-
ing them from the consequences of their behavior. Whether it is being 
expected to clean up after vomiting (natural consequence) or not being 
allowed the use of the car (logical consequence), the enforcement of rea-
sonable but firm rules is essential to any intervention program. Better 
that such intervention begin sooner rather than later for the benefit of 
all parties involved. Such “tough love” can save lives and relationships. 
Obviously, in such situations, other therapeutic interventions also will 
be necessary.

Logical Consequences: Social Living Lessons

Natural consequences are indeed powerful influences on our behavior. 
They have limitations, however. For this reason, social conventions in the 
form of understandings, mores, rules, and laws have an impact of their 
own. A lack of understanding or ignorance of these contributes to difficul-
ties among people of different ethnic or national origin. Western business-
men, for example, have come to appreciate the subtleties of conducting 
business with Arab, Chinese, or Japanese businessmen. Likewise, agree-
ments within and between families will differ so much that arrangements 
for a wedding can be tantamount to war!

For those who ascribe to the rules and mores of a given group, to violate 
them is to invite the social consequences as a result. Such consequences 
generally will be accepted as a logical outcome of the ill-advised behav-
ior of one of its members. Peer opinion and group consensus contribute 
to the influence of the social rules affecting individuals. Although indi-
viduals often do not like the limitations on their behavior associated with 
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rules and consequences, they tend to accept them because they apply to 
all members and the rules are intended to contribute to the betterment 
of individuals as well as the group. Unlike natural consequences, logical 
(social) consequences are not unavoidable consequences of the deeds that 
they follow. Their definition and application, therefore, are more complex 
and require a context in which they function effectively.

Comparisons of Consequences and Punishment

Logical consequences are the negative outcome of an ill-advised behavior 
and can logically follow even though the consequence requires the pur-
poseful intervention of one or more other persons. For example, if you leave 
your belongings in places that cause inconvenience to others, others may 
move them to places inconvenient to you. A logical consequence would 
follow in that you may have to do without the use of the belongings during 
this period of time. Some persons new to the concepts of natural and logi-
cal consequences will equate them with punishment. This conclusion is an 
error that is well illustrated by Dreikurs and Grey (1968). The comparison 
in Table 3.1 can help distinguish between consequences and punishment.

Table 3.1  Comparison of Consequences and Punishment

Consequences Punishment

Expresses the reality of the social order of 
the situation, not of the person

Expresses the power of a personal 
authority—Authoritarian

Logically related to the disruptive 
behavior

Not logical; only an arbitrary connection 
between disruptive behavior and 
consequences

Involves no element of moral judgment Inevitably involves some moral judgment
Concerned only with what will happen 
now

Concerned with the past

Relationship and atmosphere are 
friendly; resentment is minimized

Often anger is present, either overtly or 
covertly; resentment is frequent

Develops intrinsic motivation and 
self-discipline

Depends on extrinsic motivation

No submission or humiliation Often requires submission or humiliation
Freedom of choices within limits No alternatives or choice
Consequences are acceptable Punishment is at best only tolerable
Thoughtful and deliberate Often impulsive
Person feels important Person feels belittled
Choice given once only Often involves endless nagging
Uses action Uses talking and coercion
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Aspects of Logical Consequences

Certain aspects contribute to the successful implementation of conse-
quences. Three of these aspects are attitudes, choices, and actions.

Attitudes
The importance of maintaining a friendly attitude and helping to establish 
choices cannot be overemphasized. Angry feelings can be evoked in con-
flict for a variety of reasons. At such times, personal power gets translated 
into an ultimatum—“you do it my way or else!” Conflicts are escalated into 
major wars and cooperation goes out the window.

Friendly attitudes can be maintained when (a) you can perceive other 
alternatives to your behavior besides arguing and (b) you are not preoccu-
pied with winning or losing. Angry feelings can be facilitative when they 
are expressed without disrespect to oneself or the other person. They even 
may be encouraging, as illustrated in Chapter 4. On the whole, however, 
Adlerians recommend that you extricate yourself from power struggles.

Because at least two people are required to have a fight, Dreikurs rec-
ommended that you take the sail out of their wind. When angry feelings 
have subsided, a discussion of what transpired and why (i.e., what pur-
pose was served) may be helpful in reestablishing a friendly relationship. 
This discussion does not mean giving in. Rather, you sidestep the power 
struggle until calmer circumstances prevail. One simple technique is to 
go to the bathroom (i.e., the bathroom technique). As comical as it may 
sound, parents, children, and couples report that it does indeed result in 
greater harmony! Persons in work settings report equally good results with 
coworkers and bosses!

Extricate yourself from struggles.

Logical consequences inflicted in anger increase the probability that the 
recipients will perceive them as revenge or punishment. If the recipient is 
prone to conflicts with power or revenge as a goal, logical consequences as 
a method may be ineffective in any case. As a method, however, it gives you 
a recourse if no natural consequences are available or reasonable (waiting 
for the proverbial roof to fall in may take too long or inflict damage of too 
permanent a nature).

Choices
Choices are another aspect of successfully implementing logical conse-
quences. The magic in giving choices sometimes astounds persons unfa-
miliar with these methods. No one appreciates an ultimatum, particularly 
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when there is personal tension between the parties involved. Sometimes, 
however, simply perceiving that one has some degree of influence and 
choice is sufficient to allay defensiveness and resistance. Studies under lab-
oratory conditions have indicated, for example, that persons who perceive 
themselves as having control over an otherwise annoying environmental 
situation will be less distressed than persons who are told that they have 
no control, even though neither group had control of the experimental fac-
tors. One practical illustration of this phenomenon was shared by a parent 
study group member who applied this principle in her work as receptionist 
for an ophthalmologist.

Occasionally patients would balk at having medication put into their 
eyes. During one such episode, she asked the physician if he would like 
a suggestion for dealing with this. He followed her advice and asked the 
patient if he would like both drops at the same time or prefer to have them 
one at a time. The patient made his choice and the physician was forever 
grateful because it proved effective with other patients as well. Persons 
preoccupied with control are particularly open to being more cooperative 
when given choices.

The magic in giving choices astounds persons.

Teachers and parents have reported similar results with youngsters. One 
such illustration comes from a teacher who was bothered by a pupil who per-
sistently rocked back on his chair. In spite of warnings about school rules, 
the pupil would tip the chair back on the two legs. Eventually the teacher 
asked if he would like to sit on all four legs like the other pupils or sit on just 
the two legs. He indicated that he would prefer to use just two. She placed 
two books under the front legs so that the chair tilted back at a safe but 
uncomfortable angle. After a time, he removed the books and there was no 
further problem during the remainder of the year. In this case, the teacher 
wisely offered a choice and creatively established a logical consequence.

Action, Not Words
Another important aspect of the successful implementation of natural and 
logical consequences is that action, not words, helps ensure that fewer mis-
understandings will follow. In the last example, once the choice was made, 
the teacher said no more. Especially when the boy decided to remove the 
books and be seated properly, her attention to other matters made it clear 
that she was not concerned about having her way. Had she made any com-
ments, she could have run the risk of being misunderstood even though 
she may have meant well. Adults, no less than children, appreciate being 
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allowed to cooperate quietly without fanfare when they decide it is once 
again in their best interest.

New Rules

As noted earlier, every group, organization, or family has rules that 
inf luence the behavior of its members. What is appropriate to that group 
of persons interacting with one another becomes learned through a 
variety of responses by its members. I wish to call attention to the value 
of new rules based on the philosophy and values of a socially equalitar-
ian democracy. The old rules tend to be predicated upon an authori
tarian philosophy and value system that deny or thwart the rights and 
respect for those under the inf luence of those in power. Contrary to 
what authoritarians argue, chaos is not the outcome of shared rights 
and responsibilities. I share Dreikurs’ desire to have all leaders of social 
institutions learn the methods and techniques of social democracy. Such 
leaders include parents, teachers, business executives, and politicians.

The practical application of new rules in a family, classroom, or busi-
ness can result in greater empowerment of individuals to work for not only 
their success but for that of the group. Logical consequences, as will be 
illustrated in the activities at the end of this chapter, often require thought-
fulness and creativity. Both of these are qualities well within the capabili-
ties of most parents as well as others who are in positions of leadership. 
New rules deliberately designed to empower, to show respect, and to expect 
responsible, commonsense decisions will change the family, classroom, and 
work environment. Each will become a setting in which conflicts can be 
resolved, where diversity because of culture, gender, or similar factors will 
be assets, and where each person experiences higher self-esteem through 
personal contributions and collaboration.

Summary

Logical consequences, as noted in this chapter, are powerful influences 
upon the development of individuals and groups. Adlerians raise con-
sciousness to their use in positive, empowering ways. Rather than tech-
niques to merely shape and modify another’s behavior, they are means for 
liberating discouraged persons from the bondage of self-defeating atti-
tudes, emotions, and behaviors. They empower and encourage through 
choices, responsibility, and respect.
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Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 Why does the title to this chapter include “Life’s Rules Are for 
Everyone”?

	 2.	 Cite two or three illustrations from your experience that were 
important lessons based on natural consequences.

	 3.	 Give one example of how you might allow someone you know to 
experience a natural consequence that could contribute to more 
responsible behavior on his or her part.

	 4.	 Under what circumstances might you choose to allow natural 
consequences to take place?

	 5.	 Under what circumstances might you choose to intervene to pre-
vent someone else from experiencing a natural consequence?

	 6.	 List four or more distinctions between consequences and 
punishment.

	 7.	 Cite two or more illustrations from your experience that you can 
now distinguish as natural versus logical consequences.

	 8.	 When are logical consequences likely to be least effective?

Activities

Natural Consequences Activity: A natural consequence is the result of an ill-
advised behavior and will follow without the intervention of another person.

I.	 A.	 Check those of the following that could be examples of natural 
consequences:

Action Natural Consequence

1. You forget to water 
your plants

_____ a.	� they die
_____ b.	� they lose leaves or blooms
_____ c.	� they may need to be replaced
_____ d.	� someone else must do it

2. You lock your keys in 
the car

_____ a.	� you may miss an appointment
_____ b.	� someone must open it for you
_____ c.	� you may be inconvenienced
_____ d.	� you become depressed

3. You don’t tie your 
shoelaces

_____ a.	� someone else does it for you
_____ b.	� you trip on your laces
_____ c.	� your shoes fit badly and may hurt
_____ d.	�� in an emergency, you can’t move 

quickly enough to reach safety

(continued on next page)
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Action Natural Consequence

4. You go on vacation 
without money

_____ a.	� you must borrow and pay interest
_____ b.	� someone must give you money
_____ c.	�� you cannot do some of the things 

you planned to do
_____ d.	�� you lose fun time trying to get 

money for things you need

Key: 1. a, b, c; 2. a, c; 3. b, c, d; 4. c, d

	 B.	N ow reach a consensus with your partner and/or group mem-
bers about appropriate natural consequences.

	 C.	 Check your responses with those of the key.

II.	 A.	 List one or more natural consequences to each of the following if 
another person does not intervene.

Action Natural Consequence

1.	�Y ou misplace needed materials:

2.	�Y ou forget a dental appointment:

3.	�Y ou are careless with tools:

4.	�Y ou do not bathe:

5.	�Y ou do not get enough sleep:

6.	�Y ou miss one or more meals:

7.	�Y ou abuse belongings:

8.	�Y ou forget to bring necessary 
clothes, equipment, or materials:

	 B.	 Share your list of natural consequences with the group and par-
ticipate in discussion.

III.	A.	 Identify three or more natural consequences you have experi-
enced, even vicariously, that remain as important influences on 
your behavior.

When you did this  
(ill advised) …

This (unfortunate) consequence 
followed …

1.

2.

3.
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	 B.	 Share your responses with your partner or group members. 
Do others agree that the consequences you listed are natural 
consequences? Why or why not? Discuss other participants’ 
responses.

Logical Consequence: Logical consequences are the logical outcome of 
an ill-advised act and require the intervention of another person to ensure 
their impact. Normally, the individual has one or more alternative choices 
for a given situation. The logical relationship of the act to the outcome 
helps the individual accept responsibility for the misjudgment and its sub-
sequent correction.

Examples

Action Logical Consequence

Child does not get dressed in the 
morning.

No breakfast if adult must use time to help 
with dressing instead of making breakfast.

Child leaves clothes lying in the 
hallway.

Others may put them where they please.

I.	 A.	 List one or more logical consequences to each of the following. 
Ask yourself, What happens if someone intervenes? What hap-
pens if that becomes a rule for everyone (i.e., what if the logic of 
how to behave is mimicked)?

Action Logical Consequence

1.	� Uses others’ materials, 
equipment, or clothes without 
permission

2.	�N eglects to inform others where 
he or she is going, when he or 
she will return, and so forth

3.	� Persistently allows supplies to 
run low (e.g., car low on gas 
when it is returned)

4.	� Comes to regularly scheduled 
activities late (e.g., reading circle, 
class, or family meetings)

5.	� Does not listen to instructions 
the first time

(continued on next page)
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Action Logical Consequence

6.	�R egularly solicits assistance 
after bedtime or at other times 
inconvenient to others

7.	� When called to come in, never 
comes the first time

8.	� Does not carry out trash, cut 
grass, and so forth, without 
being nagged or threatened

	 B.	 Share your list of logical consequences with the group and par-
ticipate in discussion.

II.	 A.	 Identify three or more logical consequences that have been 
used successfully to help you or others experience the outcome 
of ill-advised behavior. Did others intervene? Was a “new rule” 
adopted?

Ill-Advised Behavior Logical Consequence Experienced

1.

2.

3.

	 B.	 Share your responses with your partner or group members. 
Do others agree that the consequences you listed are logical 
consequences? Why or why not? Discuss other participants’ 
responses.
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4Chapter 

Encouragement
The Essential Element of Helping

In President John F. Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage (1956), he described 
events surrounding acts of courage by legislators who found themselves 
at significant moments in history, unpopular with the constituents who 
had voted them into office. In each case, Kennedy illustrated how these 
individuals rose above partisan politics and the prevailing social practices 
of the day to act on principles fundamental to a better society. Not all of 
them had been true to the public trust throughout their careers, quite the 
contrary. On the other hand, several faced certain defeat and potential 
bodily harm if they acted counter to the popular opinion. When they did 
speak out, for example, against slavery, all of the negative consequences 
one would expect befell them. Kennedy believed that everyone has such 
opportunities in their lives when they must look into their own souls to 
determine how they shall act.

The cultivation of that quality that prompts one to act responsibly, 
deliberately, and with conviction is the subject of this chapter. Sometimes 
it is evident when one is faced with negative consequences and acts to 
serve a greater good rather than personal advantage. Equally important, 
it frees one to live fully as an active participant each moment of each day. 
Exemplars of these qualities are individuals like Mahatma Gandhi, Martin 
Luther King, Jr., Robert Kennedy, Rosa Parks, and countless others of lesser 
celebrity who live each day modeling change in the world, as they would 
have it be for everyone.

The essential element in the concept of encouragement is courage. 
Gandhi said,
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Courage is the one sure foundation of character. Without courage 
there can be no morality, no religion, no love. One cannot follow 
truth or love so long as one is subject to fear. (Nehru, 1958, p. i)

It is that quality of approaching life courageously that raises individuals’ 
consciousness to the beauty all around them, to the intrinsic value in a new 
experience, or to the satisfaction in making a new discovery or mastering a 
new skill. Optimally, everyone would greet each day as a new opportunity 
with an expectation that regardless of temporary negative circumstances, 
they would not only survive, but also thrive in the future. Not because of 
some good fortune but because they choose to perceive life in this manner, 
it would be true for them.

Individuals create their own expectations of how life will 
treat them and how well they will respond.

Increasingly, research and clinical experience tend to corroborate the 
observations of Adler. He noted that individuals create their expectations 
of how life will treat them and how well they will respond. Basically, people 
tend to place themselves in one of two broad categories. One group per-
ceives themselves as captains of their ship or masters of their own destiny 
(internal locus of control). By contrast, others deny that they can do much 
more than avoid a catastrophe from circumstances beyond their control 
(external locus of control). The latter group may take either passive or 
active attitudes and behavior (i.e., accepting their fate or challenging what-
ever force[s] they perceive as creating constraints). Persons in the passive 
group tend toward a disruptive behavioral goal of inadequacy. Other such 
goals are discussed in Chapter 9.

Even as adults, some people deny responsibility for meeting life’s tasks. 
They ask innocently, “How could I assume responsibility for events over 
which I have no control?” The active group, by contrast, tests for the limits. 
Daredevils, gamblers, and criminals of various sorts tend to have a desire 
to “beat the odds,” to experience a personal triumph in the face of a com-
pelling force. In their discouragement, they have mistaken the meaning 
of their acts as something noble or necessary in order to be somebody of 
worth in an otherwise oppressive environment.

Obviously, there are matters of degree in the two broad categories. 
Witness the number of persons who subscribe to horoscope services or 
carry good luck charms. Many of these same people ostensibly believe in 
“free will” as a gift of the Creator. One is not surprised, then, by the vari-
ety and degrees of behavior that reflect discouragement in one’s attitude 
toward coping with new or difficult life situations.
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Early childhood experiences increase the probability but do not deter-
mine the orientation that a person assumes toward life. For example, the 
socialization process includes teaching children what is inappropriate or 
harmful. Adlerians believe that in order for children to develop into self-
confident, healthy adults, they also need to know that others have faith in 
their abilities and that they are accepted for who they are, not only what 
they do.

Children tend to be constantly reminded of their limitations. Consider 
the 4-year-old who can’t reach the faucet, see the top of the counter, needs 
help cutting his food, and cannot quite snap his pants after going to the 
bathroom. Adults expect children to need help and know that they will 
soon be able to take care of themselves. In the eyes of a child, however, 
never having experienced full self-reliance, these temporary limitations 
can be perceived as signs of inferiority.

Given consistent encouragement, one can increase the probability that 
children will accept these shortcomings for what they are and keep trying 
to do their best. They will decide that although they sometimes fail at what 
they attempt, this does not mean that they are a failure. By contrast, chil-
dren whose limitations are exaggerated through comparison to siblings, 
who experience overprotection or other responses that impart a lack of 
respect and faith in them as an individual, may grow up feeling that they 
are inferior or otherwise unequal to the business of life.

On Believing in One’s Self

Biofeedback research and stress management literature clearly demon-
strate the capacity of individuals to create the moods and emotions that 
they wish to experience. They also lend empirical support to Adler’s 
assumption that emotions are tools to help people achieve their goals. By 
purposely practicing body relaxation and positive mental images, individ-
uals’ learn to overcome debilitating stress resulting from real or imagined 
circumstances. Eastern practitioners of martial arts as well as meditation 
take these concepts to even higher levels through years of practice and 
discipline.

Researchers have established that the body’s response to mental images 
does not distinguish between those experiences that are vicarious and 
those that are real. The body responds in the same way to imagined or real 
stressors if the individual perceives that a threat is imminent. On the other 
hand, encouragement combined with the application of the same prin-
ciples used in relaxation and stress reduction therapies help persons who 
experience chronic pain to overcome its negative impact on other aspects 
of their lives.
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In my experience, discouraged persons have difficulty setting goals 
and having faith to do what the situation requires for them to cope suc-
cessfully with its consequences. The loss of a loved one, illness, prolonged 
fatigue, and lack of proper nutrition magnify discouragement. The high-
social-interest person tends to become less depressed, less prone to persist 
in withdrawal, and more likely to begin helping others as a means of over-
coming their grief with loss. They choose to redirect themselves, establish 
new goals and new expectations, and regain a modicum of satisfaction in 
the relatively simple, readily available satisfactions in life.

The low-social-interest person tends to use the situational or tempo-
rary conditions as an excuse for not acting responsibly and, when called 
for, with courage. A societal consequence of this circumstance is untold 
losses in human and financial resources for persons who psychologically 
dropped out of society as contributing members. One important precau-
tion deserves note, however. To be on welfare does not equate with low 
social interest any more than equating everyone who is gainfully employed 
with high social interest. As an imperfect society, although still better than 
many, the United States has yet to secure social equality for all people. 
These often blatant inequities contribute to the very discouragement that 
we wish to ameliorate. A practical social consequence of this lack of equal-
ity is lost talent, lawlessness, and expenditure of resources for corrective 
purposes rather than prevention. Systemic changes must be a part of the 
solution. Another way to address this lack of encouragement and the con-
viction of believing in one’s capacities to cope is through efforts to build 
genuine self-esteem.

Self-Esteem

The concept of self-esteem is often explained in terms of self-acceptance 
and self-respect. In some popular literature, positive self-talk practiced 
throughout the day is portrayed as a technique for overcoming poor self-
concept. Were change that easy or the explanations quite so simple, there 
would be little need for so many books, workshops, and speakers on the 
topic of self-esteem!

Positive self-worth is central to experiencing positive self-esteem, but 
it is an achievement earned by meeting life’s tasks on a day-to-day basis, 
often without great fanfare or acknowledgment by others. Achievement is 
both a product and promoter of what is called self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is 
confidence in one’s ability to reason, problem solve, think creatively, and 
cope with the basic tasks of life. This is not done in a vacuum.

Choices must be made. One is, for example, correct or incorrect, honest 
or dishonest, courageous or cowardly in what one does. The effect of these 
choices and actions on one’s sense of worth varies not only at the time but 
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also over time. One’s sense of worth can increase or diminish depending 
on choices made. As a consequence, responsibility for one’s sense of worth 
involves much more than “feel good” thoughts. Moral decision making, 
action, and honesty with oneself are keys to a genuine foundation for a 
positive sense of self-worth.

After years of counseling and teaching, I have found that most indi-
viduals discount their competencies, accomplishments, and capabilities 
to cope—far more than claiming unwarranted success. In fact, the worst 
prejudice that counselees hold is the faulty self-evaluations of themselves. 
One of the counselor’s most important contributions to a counselee is to 
help her or him discover and celebrate the genuinely positive attributes 
and accomplishments already present or achieved. Likewise, learning to 
appreciate and acknowledge progress toward one’s goals is another valu-
able life lesson. On the other hand, helping counselees to learn and act on 
sound decision making provides them with the tools that they require to 
not only sustain but enhance their sense of worth.

Consequences of Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is the result of a human process so fundamental that it is a part 
of what constitutes human nature. From the time of birth, one begins expe-
riencing life as pleasurable, satisfying, safe, supportive, or not. Individuals 
are alert to signs that convey what they can expect from others, their own 
efforts, and life in general. Although this process of seeking cues continues 
throughout people’s lives, their earliest experiences tend to establish the 
expectations that will guide them throughout the remainder of their lives.

As a consequence, people tend to filter new experiences according to 
their expectations. Equally important, they create new experiences that 
will reinforce their self-fulfilling prophecies about themselves, others, 
and life. Left unchallenged and unexamined, their early self-assessments 
tend to guide their thoughts, emotions, and actions much like an autopi-
lot that has been preprogrammed to a distant destination. Therefore, early 
life experiences are the repository of anticipation of future success or lack 
thereof in meeting life tasks. Individuals with a positive sense of worth 
tend to approach their basic life tasks with a confidence and expectation 
that they will be successful and happy in all that they do. This fundamen-
tal difference between individuals with high and low sense of worth also 
explains the power of these convictions.

More than a feeling or judgment, positive self-assessment is a motiva-
tor. It inspires one to act when others hesitate. Apart from generalities, 
however, individuals also tend to differentiate between those activities and 
tasks that they prefer, find easier to do, and receive encouragement for in 
their interactions with others. When functioning within those areas of tal-
ent, interest, and experience, confidence and action are reinforced both 
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intrinsically and extrinsically. Contrary to what some authors and speak-
ers may propose, there are no gimmicks to developing and sustaining a 
positive sense of worth. It is vital to a happy life but it is earned one day at 
a time, one choice at a time.

The remainder of this chapter is devoted to methods and techniques of 
intervention designed to encourage others. A first step is to assess readi-
ness for change in an effort to ascertain the appropriate intervention for 
the individual developmentally.

Assessment and Intervention

Readiness for Change
Assessment is never complete unless a readiness for change is also noted. In 
this instance, the operative word is readiness. Readiness may be determined 
from evidence of follow-through on suggestions for “homework” tasks and 
activities, or, for example, evidence and reports of persistence with behav-
ior change when to make excuses would have been understandable.

The following are readiness levels on which to base a decision to proceed 
with further work and for determining the types of activities to suggest:

Level 1: Pre-awareness. Individuals are not aware of their responsibil-
ity related to self-defeating attitudes or behaviors.

Level 2: Awareness. Individuals are aware that they have some respon-
sibility for the nature of their life experiences, relationships, and 
challenges, but they are uncertain about what to do to change and 
have not made a commitment to change.

Level 3: Anticipatory. Attitudes and behaviors that illustrate that indi-
viduals are willing to commit to change for better self-directed 
health are candidates for proceeding with the development of a 
plan for change.

Level 4: Action. This is the level at which individuals demonstrate 
a readiness to develop healthier attitudes and behaviors through 
the implementation of a plan for change.

Level 5: Maintenance. Such individuals are fully aware of their respon-
sibility and opportunity to direct their attitudes and behaviors in 
healthful and satisfying ways.

Interventions by Readiness Stage
Each of the levels of readiness requires a different kind of intervention and 
follow-through. The following discussion of intervention levels addresses 
general considerations according to readiness for change with respect to 
self-esteem. They are appropriate for consideration of any personal plan for 
change. They are based in part on the work of Prochaska and DiClemente 
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(1984), who found that both self-change and counseling-induced change 
stages have similarities that represent attitudes, intentions, and behaviors 
related to an individual’s status in the cycle of change. Ascertaining the 
stage of change of a counselee helps the counselor choose interventions 
more likely to be effective and realistic with regard to the counselee’s readi-
ness for change.

Intervention Stage 1: Pre-Awareness. At this stage, individuals do not 
recognize that they have a problem. Others often can recognize the need 
and, indeed, may insist on counseling as a remedy. If there is some degree of 
cooperation, individuals may be asked to discuss life experiences that have 
contributed to their self-evaluation of worth (e.g., parents, siblings, friends, 
teachers, acquaintances, and coworkers). An exploration of events over 
time (i.e., from childhood to the present) will reveal both overt and covert 
messages of self-esteem assimilated into the self-talk of the individual.

Identifying and focusing on such messages opens the entire realm of 
how one can live life “as if” someone else were in control and whose opin-
ions are the only ones that are valid. The major purpose of these inter-
ventions is to raise consciousness to self-defeating attitudes and behaviors 
and their negative consequences to living life more fully. It is worth not-
ing that some individuals will respond positively to this type of dialogue 
and express a desire to immediately embark on change. One caution is to 
move slowly at first, and after expressing a willingness to accompany them 
through the change process, even suggest that they may not be ready for 
change (i.e., old attitudes and habits are familiar, even useful, and have 
been supported by years of self-fulfilling expectations as well as those of 
others).

One homework assignment is to develop a list of challenges to change 
using categories such as antecedents to sense of worth (e.g., childhood 
experiences, the influence of family and friends, social biases), personal 
attitudes, and habits. Likewise, assets for change can be another list that 
is developed and supplemented over time. Discussion of these lists is valu-
able in raising awareness to the desirability of change and the agents for 
and against change.

Intervention Stage 2: Awareness. Based on prior discussions and 
behaviors, the counselor may move into a more formal assessment. The 
items found in Chapter 2 on sense of worth may be used to draw attention 
to an essential component of self-esteem. Discussions will help to fortify 
emotional as well as informational arousal associated with positive change. 
The outcome of this intervention will be a clear awareness of the anteced-
ents and consequences of one’s sense of worth, the self-talk and emotional 
states associated with the current sense of worth, and a growing conviction 
that change will be worth any effort required.
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Intervention Stage 3: Anticipatory. As with each of the first stages of 
readiness and intervention, preparation for change is essential to successful 
outcomes. The development of a plan for change will address goals (clearly 
stated and attainable); include successive approximations to the goals, 
including emotional and behavioral benefits; and provide a calendar for 
starting, evaluating progress, celebrating gains and effort, and refining 
and sustaining target outcomes. Help with anticipating the antecedents 
of old behaviors and accompanying emotions fortifies individuals for the 
likelihood of being inclined to rely on the more familiar unhealthy cop-
ing strategies. Thought stopping (i.e., catching one’s self in the moment of 
irrational thoughts and feelings) is a useful technique and can be practiced 
during counseling sessions. Another technique is rehearsing situations 
that will arise and role-playing new behaviors until an emotional arousal 
of positive feelings is present.

Environment changes likely will be necessary as well. Old friends, places 
frequented, and environmental conditions (e.g., eating alone while watch 
television programs or surfing the Internet) will need to be avoided and 
new associations identified for support of the new, healthy behaviors. In 
the likely event that family members are a part of the old environment 
in which poor self-evaluation occurred, a family intervention at some 
point can be very important if not essential in some cases. The conclusion 
of this intervention level should result in a feeling and conviction that suc-
cess is possible with action and the benefits are well worth the effort.

In a realm somewhat unfamiliar to professional helpers, except those 
with religious preparation as well, there are those instances when it is a 
forgiving spirit that must be addressed. To err is human, the saying goes, 
to forgive is divine. Adlerian counselors are inclined to note, “guilt feelings 
are for good intentions that we do not have.” Stated another way, if one 
can truly say that one is sorry and will not do it again, then guilt feelings 
are not necessary. Regret, yes; restitution, maybe; but guilt feelings (and 
low self-esteem), no. “Go forth and do good” might well be the new focus. 
Helping others to thoughtfully and emotionally address these sources of 
low self-esteem are critically important for change. Equally important, 
there may be a need to lower anxiety over possible (if not likely) relapses 
to old habits.

Intervention Stage 4: Action. Implementation of a plan of action is 
truly a commitment to stopping old familiar ways of thinking, feeling, 
and behaving and establishing new ways for solving old problems. For this 
to be possible, the plan must be put into action with known points for 
reassessment, refinement, and celebration. Encouragement throughout is 
possible by focusing on assets, effort, indications of progress, patience with 
inconsistency, forgiveness for errors, and encouragement for small as well 
as large gains in change.
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Intervention Stage 5: Maintenance. There are at least two kinds of situ-
ations that could merit intervention at this level. First, an individual has 
successfully implemented a plan of action, has experienced success, and 
is prepared to explore other dimensions of a healthy lifestyle. The second 
kind of situation could involve individuals who already experience posi-
tive thoughts and emotions in this area but desire suggestions for enhanc-
ing and affirming them in their healthy thoughts and habits.

As is true of all dimensions of wellness, one does not arrive at a state of 
optimum functioning as in earning an award. It is a process, ongoing, life-
long, and continually in need of nurturing. Therefore, recommendations 
for enhancing and sustaining a healthy sense of worth can prepare indi-
viduals for the days and transitions in their lives when they may be tested 
by life circumstances and others to the very depths of their personhood. 
Lists of books, multimedia tapes, workshops, and so forth that address 
topics on sense of worth, self-esteem, and related topics may be suggested 
for a diet of regular support. Journaling is another method used to help 
individuals remain reflective and introspective on a continuing basis.

Self-Development Application
In the event that the reader is interested in this area for self-development or 
in helping to guide someone else, the following steps and suggestions are 
offered in preparation for developing and implementing a plan of action:

	 1.	 Readiness and self-assessment. Self-help has its benefits and its 
shortcomings. Objectivity is always an issue. However, it is the 
subjective that is truly most important to all of us. Whether I 
“like” myself or not is purely subjective. Others, whose opinions 
are also subjective, may refute or corroborate my opinion, but it is 
my opinion that affects my emotions and my actions. Optimally, I 
will value myself positively and others will reinforce this convic-
tion. At the outset, however, there is a good chance that if I have a 
low sense of worth, I have been too hard on myself and others have 
done little to improve this opinion. Worse yet, I unconsciously and 
selectively perceive the negative and discount the positive feed-
back that others may share with me. Using the following descrip-
tions, determine at what level of readiness you consider yourself 
to be at this moment:

Level 1: Pre-Awareness. If you are attempting this activity, you 
have passed this level. Congratulations!

Level 2: Awareness. Although I do not have the sense of worth that 
I desire, I have few or no ideas of what to do about changing it. 
(If you have read and understood the material in this chapter, 
you have most likely passed this level. Congratulations again! 
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If, however, you skimmed or overlooked the earlier material, 
this may be a good time to go back to the beginning of the 
chapter and study it more deliberately.)

Level 3: Anticipatory. If you have found reading material such as 
this chapter interesting and potentially useful, you may be at 
this level, especially if you are thinking about applying it to 
your own life.

Level 4: Action. If you have been planning some specific changes 
in your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that should result in 
a more positive sense of worth, you are a candidate for change. 
Don’t be too quick to go here, however, without seriously con-
sidering the possibility of “optimistic” wishfulness.

Level 5: Maintenance. If you have a basically positive sense of worth 
on most occasions and circumstances, you may be interested 
primarily in ways to reaffirm and enhance those convictions.

	 2.	 Developing a plan of action. Individuals at levels 3, 4, and 5 are 
different in their entry level but each is prepared to develop a plan 
of action. People who use outlines, lists, and other such specificity 
have a higher probability of achieving their goals. Therefore, we 
ask even the most laid back, live-and-let-live persons to prepare a 
written plan. For those who are truly at level 3 or higher, the fol-
lowing are elements of a plan for your use:

	 a.	 Assessment: Summarize in short descriptive statements or 
phrases the extent to which you feel or think you
i.	 have a right to be happy;
ii.	 feel entitled to assert your needs and wants
iii.	 enjoy the fruits of your efforts; and
iv.	 trust your ability to reason, problem solve, and use your 

creativity to meet the basic challenges of life (i.e., work/
school, friendship/social, love/family/spirituality).

Example

I think that I usually think clearly about most issues in my life. There are 
times, however, when I feel uncertain about when my “wants” are selfish 
versus natural and deserved. At these times, I doubt my right to pleasure, 
enjoyment, or satisfaction.

I seem to be respected and liked at work. My close friends are few 
but that’s really okay. My family life is not perfect (i.e., my mother and 
I disagree about the proper rearing of my children, but I am comfortable 
with my way of doing it). My spouse and I respect and love each other but 
since the children, we have become somewhat insulated from expressing 
our wants (particularly sexually) and needs (for companionship). At times, 
I wonder if it’s me (not desirable) or just circumstances or both. I guess 
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that a part of my feelings is related to not speaking about it to my spouse 
in case I don’t like what I hear (that I’m not particularly desirable, fun, 
interesting, etc.).

	 b.	 Develop focus areas: Using your assessment summary, identify 
key words and concepts to develop a list of specific thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviors that will
i.	 affirm your self-esteem,
ii.	 enhance your self-esteem, or
iii.	 challenge your self-esteem.

Example

i. 	 Affirmations
I think clearly, problem solve, and make appropriate decisions in most 
situations.
I am a competent, dependable worker.
I have friends who like me and whom I like.
I think of myself as a competent parent.
My partner and I respect and love one another.

ii.	 Enhancements
I can solve new problems or challenges in my life.
I have resources (self and others) that will help me.
I have a right to enjoy the fruits of my labor.

iii.	 Challenges
I have doubts about my expectations for my partner.
I am reluctant to talk about my wants and needs.
I am afraid to find out my partner may find me less desirable.
My hesitancy to address these issues with my partner makes me feel bad 
about myself.

	 c.	 Focus on desired change: In simple but specific language, state 
what you want to happen to improve your self-esteem.

Example

I want to address my concerns about our mutual wants and needs in an open, 
honest, and loving way.

	 d.	 Plan: State what you are willing to do, when, and under what 
circumstances.

Example

What: I will initiate a conversation with my partner regarding the “insulation” 
that I feel. I will use my best problem-solving abilities to introduce this as a 
discussion from which both of us can feel better and contribute to greater inti-
macy in our relationship.
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When and under what circumstances: I will plan this for an evening this week 
(Wednesday) when we can have dinner out together without the interruptions 
of the others.

	 3.	 Considerations during implementation. Create a supportive envi-
ronment, minimize negative contacts, celebrate progress, and 
emphasize assets that will further enhance the desired change 
and/or sustain desired thoughts, feelings, and behavior.

Example

We have friends whose company we enjoy. All of us laugh a lot in good fun. I will help 
set a time for us to be together in the near future (preferably within the week).

	 4.	 Considerations for maintenance. Plan for the necessary resources, 
habits, and so forth that will be required to sustain your 
progress.

Example

Evenings used to be a time for us to share what had gone on during the day, to 
unwind, and to feel close to each other. I am going to suggest that we start doing 
this again on a regular basis. This will mean agreeing to no interruptions except in 
unusual circumstances.

This plan is only representative of the kinds of thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors that can be addressed. The statements and activities are designed 
to empower the individual. Self-efficacy is enhanced. Problem solving is 
paired with desired outcomes including positive emotions. They are delib-
erately set within achievable timelines and realistic behaviors. Achieving 
the desired thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in small increments helps to 
ensure success. Within the context of a more comprehensive educational 
or treatment plan, progress toward establishing and sustaining a positive 
sense of worth is increased.

Definition and Assumptions

Encouragement inspires or helps others toward a conviction that they can 
work on finding solutions and that they can cope with any predicament. 
Some basic assumptions about encouragement are extensions of the con-
cepts presented in Chapter 1 concerning high and low social interest.

The following principles apply to encouragement with regard to some-
one’s actions. Each principle is followed by an example of an encouraging 
statement (E) and an example of a discouraging statement (D).



Encouragement  •  73

	 1.	 What one is doing is more important than how one is doing it.
	 E:	 That’s a beautiful shine on your car. What did you do to get it 

that way?
	 D:	 I’ll bet you take better care of your car than anyone else in 

town. (comparing)

	 2.	 The present is the focus more so than the past or future.
	 E:	 It’s obvious that you’re really enjoying this project by the time 

and energy that you’re giving to it.
	 D:	N ow why don’t you work this hard all the time?!

	 3.	 The deed is what is important rather than the doer.
	 E:	 I really appreciate your help. Thanks!
	 D:	Y ou’re such a good boy. You always do the right thing!

	 or when correcting

	 E:	 I really feel angry when you ask for food and then don’t eat it.
	 D:	Y ou’re always wasting food—you’re just plain irresponsible.

	 4.	 The effort is to be emphasized rather than the outcome.
	 E:	 By golly, I enjoyed that game. If I can just learn to be more 

patient and not rush the ball, next time I should be able to give 
you a better match! (emphasis on progress, what to do, and 
enjoying increased competence)

	 D:	Y ou were lucky this time, but I’ll beat you for sure next time, 
no matter what it takes! (it’s winning that counts!)

	 5.	 Intrinsic motivation (i.e., satisfaction, enjoyment, or challenge) rather 
than extrinsic motivation (i.e., reward or punishment) is expressed.

	 E:	 I spend hours taking pictures. Nothing gives me more plea-
sure than capturing a moment in time that reflects the beauty 
in life!

	 D:	 What do I get for doing it? What’s in it for me?

	 6.	 What is being learned matters more than what is not being 
learned.

	 E:	Y ou’ve just about mastered addition and subtraction. That will 
be very helpful to you in learning division and multiplication. 
Now let’s look at a couple of problems that give you difficulty 
and get you help mastering them.

	 D:	 We’re going to have to go on, and you’ll need to get help at 
home or division’s going to be hard for you.
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	 7.	 What is being done correctly is stressed more than what is not 
being done correctly.

	 E:	Y ou got 84 out of 100 correct on the addition and subtraction 
problems. With just a little more effort, I know that you’ll be 
able to go on to division and multiplication.

	 D:	Y ou missed 16 out of 100.

The encouraging person practices these behaviors until they are genuine 
and spontaneous. Conversely, many people are prone to discourage others 
quite unconsciously. I am reminded of a television sports interview that 
captured the essential difference with respect to intrinsic versus extrinsic 
motivation as it relates to competition. In this instance, a downhill skier had 
just lost the championship by literally fractions of a second. Immediately 
after the results were announced, a commentator interviewed the skier and 
asked, “You lost the championship by only fractions of a second. Knowing 
that now, how would you run the race differently?” The skier replied, “I 
wouldn’t. It was a good run. I gave it my best effort and everything went as 
planned.” The commentator continued, “But you lost by only fractions of 
a second. Might you have pushed off a little harder at the start or attacked 
the track a little differently?” The skier: “Not really. It was an exhilarating 
run. I did my best. The other fellow just went a little faster!”

The commentator tried again in disbelief to elicit regret or disappoint-
ment from the skier. The skier was comfortable, however, that it was a good 
run, that he had done his best, and to be second, third, or whatever was 
not his primary criteria. No doubt he would prefer to win. His goal does 
include winning, but factors exist over which he does not have control 
(e.g., the other skier going a little faster!). This brings us to another aspect 
of encouragement that I believe is a unique contribution to an understand-
ing of helping others.

Essence of Encouragement

Life circumstances are subject to many factors beyond the control of indi-
viduals. Attitudes, expectations, and self-beliefs, however, are within the 
control of the individual. Assisting individuals to minimize the impact of 
noncontrollable factors and to maximize their use of controllable factors 
in enriching their own life experiences is of the essence in helping them.

Uncontrollable factors include, for example, the family into which one 
is born, the school system, neighborhood, economic environment, talents, 
handicaps, and physical characteristics shaped by genetic contributions of 
parents. Many other factors might be considered accidents of nature.

Among the controllable factors, on the other hand, are attitudes 
toward environmental circumstances, knowledge about self and others, 
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and behavior that supports one’s attitudes, expectations, and self-beliefs. 
Concerning the basic life task of work, for example, career choices 
(Chapter 8), like other personal choices, are in the realm of controllable 
factors. Maximizing one’s control over career choices includes

developing positive work habits;•	
learning the value of purposeful attention to physical appearance;•	
learning how to locate, assess, and use career information; and•	
developing knowledge and skill with valuing, decision making, •	
goal setting, planning, and follow-through.

Minimizing the impact of noncontrollable factors includes

acquiring information about economic trends and job •	
requirements;
raising consciousness about social attitudes and practices that can •	
be unnecessary constraints, such as sex stereotyping; and
seeking out examples of individuals with similar handicaps who •	
overcame them to pursue their career choices.

All people start out life with a desire to 
discover, develop mastery, and enjoy life.

In short, a major thrust of encouragement is helping individuals estab-
lish goals, attitudes, and competencies they need to cope with life as they 
experience it. Some adults express concern that this fosters mediocrity in 
performance. Nothing could be further from the truth. All people start life 
with a desire to discover, develop mastery, and enjoy life. Through encour-
agement, one feeds these inclinations and brings them to consciousness 
to be enjoyed all the more. What parent hasn’t experienced a young child 
saying, “No, I want to do it myself”? Who can’t recall the deep satisfaction 
at developing mastery of a new task or problem, whether tying one’s shoe 
or solving a geometry problem?

I am often struck by adults’ preoccupation with toilet training, eat-
ing habits, and bed times. All these activities involve intrinsic satisfiers 
(i.e., pleasure, relief, and self-assertiveness). With five children to help rear, 
I have had many occasions to carry a tired, grumpy young one to bed. On 
the way, with a head against my shoulder, I speak of how good it’s going to 
feel between the cool, clean sheets—stretching out, curling up, thinking 
pleasant thoughts—oh, how good it will feel to be rested, and what fun you 
will have when you get up! All of our children enjoy a good rest!

Likewise, toilet habits are no particular problem. When a youngster is 
ready to assume responsibility, a little help is all that is needed. Being too 
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impressed with when the baby book says it might happen prompts anxious 
parents—and kids who know how to elicit more attention and service from 
a parent who is anxious about such matters. On the other hand, asking 
children how they feel when they finish heightens awareness of the relief 
and pleasure involved. You also can talk about the good feelings associated 
with taking care of one’s self.

When one is working on a new task or problem, help in ensuring suc-
cess is always appreciated. How much help is needed varies with individu-
als but success does encourage further effort. Inch by inch anything is a 
cinch! Regardless of age, people enjoy discovery and mastery.

I remember well the experience of helping a 35-year-old Catholic nun 
learn to water ski. For a nun at that time, to even be seen in public in other 
than the traditional habit was quite novel. She had been excited, however, 
by the prospect of learning to water ski since she was a young girl. Not too 
athletically inclined and also now accustomed to a more sedate life, she 
struggled time after time to bring herself out of the water. Finally, after many 
tries, she succeeded in a relatively short but significant ride. The expression 
of exhilaration on her face could not be explained adequately. Even now, 
one of her happiest recollections is the day she mastered water skiing. Some 
may say, “but she never became an accomplished water skier,” and that’s 
quite right; however, that was not her goal. The same “true grit” with which 
she attacked water skiing could be found in other areas of her interests.

The definition of success that I use corresponds to this philosophy. In 
this case:

Success is the progressive realization of predetermined, worthwhile 
goals and a well-balanced life.

Success, therefore, is a process, not an event. Students in school can 
consider themselves already successful as they progress through school; 
not only when they graduate. Parents can consider themselves successful 
even as they see their children struggling with life’s challenges; not only 
when the “children” graduate from college, get a job, or whatever other 
event they might otherwise set as a goal. By this definition, planfulness is 
deliberate. Setting goals and milestones to their achievement is deliberate. 
Valuing is central to the process as goals are determined to be “worth-
while” by the individual. Finally, there is a balance to such a life; that is, 
physical health and mental health are maintained through loving family 
relationships, attention to good eating habits, hygiene, cooperative work 
relationships, and so forth. With this definition, anyone can be helped to 
see themselves as successful. Chapter 2 provides models of wellness based 
in part on this definition.
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If each of us enjoys life, enjoys learning, and strives to be the best we can 
be at whatever we choose, can anyone ask more? With proper encourage-
ment, more young people will grow up like the skier in the earlier example, 
capable of being champions in their own minds because they enjoy doing 
their best at whatever they choose.

Communicating Encouragement

Research and experience have revealed that most people are not partic-
ularly effective listeners or communicators when others need their help. 
Being able both to reflect others’ feelings and to communicate your own 
effectively increases the probability that better interpersonal relationships 
will be established. Most neophyte helpers believe that advice, informa-
tion, or questions for more specific details are the main tools for helping 
others. Although these techniques have a place, too, they are what can be 
called “action” dimensions of helping. When used early in response to 
others, these techniques actually have been found to be subtractive rather 
than helpful. They instead discourage the person further. Empathic (feel-
ing) understanding in communicating is a central and necessary condi-
tion in a helping relationship. The facilitative dimension of helping, then, 
is prerequisite to the action dimension.

A vocabulary of feeling terms is listed in Table 4.1. A review of these 
terms can be helpful in developing more effective communication skills. 
Note which terms you use most comfortably and most often. As you review 
the terms, consider how some are more specific and state feelings of greater 
intensity. For example, instead of “upset,” you might say more accurately, 
“embarrassed,” “disappointed,” or “angry.” Improving your vocabulary 
helps provide greater resources for you as a facilitative listener and com-
municator. In my experience, many people lack an adequate vocabulary 
for this purpose.

When communicating that you have listened to and understood what 
someone else is experiencing, accuracy, specificity, concreteness, and 
immediacy are important ingredients. A choice of terms is a major tool 
in this process. For example, “Even now (immediacy) you feel pleased 
(accurate) that you made the proper choice (concreteness and specificity)” 
compared to “Well that’s nice. It sounds like you’re pretty happy about it.”

Study the set of discrimination categories and responses listed in the 
following section. At the end of the chapter, rate the responses in the 
self-practice exercises. The purpose of these exercises is to provide basic 
competency practice in discrimination between responses that are sub-
tractive, interchangeable, and additive. Role-playing and guided practice 
in empathic communication can greatly enhance one’s skill.
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Also worth noting are the categories and intensity of feelings. For 
example, feelings can range in type from happy, sad, fearful, and uncer-
tain, to anger. In addition, the intensity and power of the feelings vary 
significantly. I recall the following exchange with a 6-year-old:

Table 4.1  Feeling Words

absurd contempt fervent intimidated satisfied
adequate contented fidgety joy scared
adventuresome crushed fine jubilant seductive
affectionate daring flabbergasted mad self-reliant
afraid deflated flustered marvelous sentimental
aggravated dejected forlorn meek skittish
agony delight fulfilled melancholy sorrow
agreeable depressed gallant merry splendid
amused desirable gay miserable stricken
angry despair ghastly mortified stunned
anguish desperate gladness numb sulky
animosity disagreeable gleeful obsessed suspicious
anxious disappointed good odd terror
apprehensive discontented grateful offended thankful
ardent disgust great overcome timid
arrogant disheartened grief overjoyed tormented
ashamed dislike grouchy pang tremendous
astounded disquieted guilty peaceful triumph
awful distrustful happy phony troubled
bewitching disturbed heartbroken pleased trustful
bitter downcast hopeful pleasure uneasy
blissful eager hopeless plucky unfortunate
bored earnest horrible proud unhappy
bothered ecstasy hostile regret unnerved
breathless elated humble relaxed voluptuous
buoyant emotional humiliated relived warm
captivated encouraged hurt repelled weary
charming enraged impatient resentment winsome
cheerful enthusiastic indifferent resignation wistful
close excited indignation resolute witty
comfortable exhilarated insecure restless wonderful
complacent fantastic insincere revealing worried
confident fascinated inspired ridiculous
confused fearful intimate sad
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Counselor:  And when you don’t get your way it upsets you.
Child:   It makes me mad!!!

She wanted to make sure that I understood! One can feel excited, jubi-
lant, or thrilled. These are strong feelings, too. On the other hand, one may 
feel good, cheerful, or optimistic. These are more moderate feelings. By 
contrast, to say someone is upset tells little without a context. For example, 
I can be embarrassed, disappointed, angry, or sad. All of these are forms 
of being upset, but what a difference a suitable response would be to each. 
Therefore, attention to the nuances in feelings adds intensity and vitality 
to the communications. This specificity and richness of affective responses 
facilitates rapport building in a relationship.

Discrimination Categories and Response Examples for Communications

Stem:  I really want to do well in school. I mean, I really try, but … I just 
can’t seem to keep up. You know, it’s just so hard … knowing 
how to study, doing well on tests, and now writing reports! It 
really worries me.

Subtractive 

Definitely hurtful to sense of belonging, adequacy, or security•	

Response Example:  “You’re the kind of person who is always talk-
ing but never gets to work. Take your talk somewhere else. 
I’m busy.”

May simply change the subject, making further subject explora-•	
tion by speaker difficult or impossible

Response Example:  “Yeah, well, that’s how it goes. Say, did you see 
the game last night?”

Type and/or intensity of feeling ignored; content oriented although •	
not necessarily accurate (e.g., asks for more information or makes 
specific suggestions without indicating awareness of what was 
stated)

Response Examples:  “So you don’t know how to study effectively.”
“Have you talked to your teacher about it?”

Interchangeable 

Restates content and feeling or, in many cases, reflects feeling tone •	
with only necessary content included; even without the speaker’s 
comments, a third party could determine essentially what was 
conveyed
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Response Examples:  “You’re really worried because you can’t keep 
up with your school work no matter how hard you try.”

“Doing well is really important to you, but no matter how 
hard you try, you still can’t seem to do well enough.” (both 
match tone and concern of speaker)

Additive 

Clarifies content and feelings expressed, often stated more suc-•	
cinctly, and increases probability of further exploration by indi-
vidual; immediacy and specificity are often present

Response Example:  “You want to do well, but it’s really discour-
aging and kinda scary because it seems to be getting more 
difficult all the time.” (eye contact, voice tone, inflection, and 
rate of speech genuine in nature)

Adds new dimensions to exploration of feeling and content by •	
speaker; enhances, for example, speaker’s capacity to deal with 
thoughts and feelings of belonging, adequacy, or security; may be 
confrontation or action oriented but always within a context of 
nonpossessive regard and empathy

Response Example:  “To do well seems so important, but now 
you’re wondering, can I really do it? Do I have what it takes?” 
(reflective, genuine, open)

Discrimination Exercises for Communications

Exercise 4.1

Directions: Rate each of the following responses as S (subtractive), I (interchangeable), 
or A (additive) in their helpfulness to the individual speaking. Check your responses with 
the key that follows.

Excerpt 1: My husband comes home tired, complains about how hard 
he’s worked all day and then proceeds to criticize what I 
haven’t gotten done! With three kids and my mother-in-law 
dropping in several times a week, I’m absolutely beside 
myself!

_____ a. Is your mother-in-law aware of how her visits upset your work 
schedule?

_____ b. Sounds like you need to talk with someone.
_____ c. Your husband’s attitude really is insensitive to your situation; just think-

ing about it makes you angry.
_____ d. I can remember feeling that way myself.
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Excerpt 2: I went in to see my supervisor about a problem I’m having 
with one of my coworkers. Before I knew what was hap-
pening, she was asking me what I’d done to bring this on! 
After working here for 14 years with no problems, I felt hurt 
and betrayed.

_____ a. You really feel betrayed by your supervisor—she completely missed the 
point of your conference—now you don’t think you can trust her.

_____ b. How long has she been with the company?
_____ c. In 14 years, you never had other problems?
_____ d. Your supervisor really hurt you. After all those years of good service, she 

questions you!

Excerpt 3: We had such a good time at the beach that all my prob-
lems seem inconsequential now!

_____ a: That was some great trip to the beach! No problem seems too big or 
important that it can’t be handled!

_____ b. Which one did you go to?
_____ c. How can you say that after all the money you must have spent!
_____ d. Sounds like you’re still enjoying it and all your problems seem less 

important!

Excerpt 4: After living with us almost as a member of the family for 
over a dozen years, our dog died this weekend and I still 
keep looking for him—expecting him to greet me when I 
come home. I feel so bad and yet I know he was just an 
animal.

_____ a. It seems hard to explain, but that dog was a member of the family. 
You miss him and really feel bad not having him there when you come 
home.

_____ b. I know how you feel. I once had a parakeet I felt that way about.
_____ c. Was he hit by a car or something?
_____ d. There must be a lot of people who feel that way; haven’t you heard about 

animal cemeteries?

Key: a. b. c. d.

1. S S A S

2. A S S I

3. I S S I

4. I S S S
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Exercise 4.2

Directions: Rate each of the following responses as S (subtractive), I (inter-
changeable), or A (additive) in their helpfulness to the individual speaking. Check 
your responses with the key that follows. (The first two excerpts are from a child; 
the rest are from an adult.)

Excerpt 1: Boy, is she ever a great teacher! I mean she really makes 
coming to school fun. She even makes me feel that trying 
the problems is the best part!

_____ a. Wow, she sure is some kind of great teacher! I even feel like I’d like to 
be in her class, too!

_____ b. How does she do that?
_____ c. She’s so great that even the toughest problems seem like fun. … It 

must be really exciting to be in her class!
_____ d. Do you think the other kids like her class, too?

Excerpt 2: I don’t ever get a chance to talk about the things I like. The 
other girls always pick their friends as discussion leaders. 
It isn’t fair, and they just don’t care, either.

_____ a. Why don’t you tell them how you feel?
_____ b. The other girls really make you feel bad when they purposely leave you 

out of the discussion.
_____ c. It really doesn’t seem fair for the other girls to exclude you from the 

discussion by always talking about their interests.
_____ d. Aren’t you being a little oversensitive? You have the same vote as the 

other girls and the same opportunity.

Excerpt 3: The things we talked about at the last team meeting really 
worked! I can’t get over it! Only one day later and already I 
can see an improvement. I really think I’ve got it now!

_____ a. Hey, that’s wonderful! Sounds like you’re right on top of this situation 
and even enjoying it!

_____ b. Well, don’t be too disappointed if things don’t go as well tomorrow.
_____ c. You’ll have to tell us more about it at the next meeting.
_____ d. That’s a great feeling! Only one day and things are already going better! 

We’ve got to tell everyone else!

Excerpt 4: I really don’t understand what’s happened to Mary lately. 
She seems distant … unwilling to talk with me like we used 
to … with drugs and such so much in the news now, I don’t 
know what to think.

_____ a. Mary’s reluctance to confide in you as she used to is a worry … you’re 
not at all sure what it could mean.

_____ b. You really shouldn’t worry; girls Mary’s age all go through that stage.
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_____ c. Would you like me to get you a copy of a new government booklet on 
drugs? Maybe that would put your mind at ease.

_____ d. I can see it’s upsetting to have Mary being distant with you … even 
feeling powerless to help her at a time when she may benefit most from 
your guidance.

Excerpt 5: I’m sick and tired of always having to make do with second-
rate materials. If they don’t think enough of us as teachers, 
the least they could do is think of the kids. It’s the same 
old story every year, “Well, you know we’re on an austerity 
budget!”

_____ a. Yeah, it was that way at the last school where I taught, too.
_____ b. I agree with you.
_____ c. It’s really frustrating to try doing a decent job of teaching with second-

rate materials. … The least they could do is think of the kids.
_____ d. It really is sad to think of how this affects the kids’ school experience 

and no one in authority even seems to care …

Key: a. b. c. d.

1. A S I S

2. S I I S

3. I S S A

4. I S S A

5. S S I I

“I” Messages
Another aspect of verbal communication that deserves mention relates to 
minimizing the negative aspects of sharing angry or challenging feelings. 
The basic principles involve “I messages” instead of “you messages.” In 
lieu of nagging, complaining, or blaming, simply communicate the feel-
ings that another’s specific behavior tends to prompt in you. “I messages” 
(a) describe the behavior that is bothersome, (b) state your feeling about 
the consequence the behavior produces for you, and (c) include the conse-
quence to you. Note the following example:

Behavior: When you don’t fill the car up with gas after using it

Feeling: I feel angry.

Consequence: Because I am delayed in getting to my office or appointment when 
I leave in the morning.
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Compare the preceding statement to the following: “Well, you did it again! 
When are you going to start acting responsibly? I was late to work because 
the car had no gas in the tank!”

Much like logical consequences, using the “I message” formula while 
angry and visibly upset decreases its effectiveness. If your goal, however, is 
to maintain respect among all parties involved, you increase the probability 
that a successful solution can be found. As will be noted in the chapters 
on child guidance (Chapter 9) and family consultation (Chapter 11), being 
able to express one’s genuine feelings, even angry feelings, can be facili-
tative when respect is inherent in the relationship. The fact that you are 
angry (or really happy) reflects your level of genuine interest and valuing. 
To show a continuing desire to work toward a satisfactory solution without 
warfare actually contributes to greater trust, intimacy, and respect.

I believe that the truly successful resolution of differences and conflict 
builds stronger, better relationships whether at work, among friends, or 
in marriage. In fact, differences can be seen as an opportunity instead 
of a threat to closer relationships. The practice of the methods and tech-
niques of encouragement and conflict resolution increase the likelihood of 
healthier, more satisfying relationships.

Further Application
As noted at the beginning of this chapter, there are as many applications 
of these methods as there are social conflicts. With respect to adult rela-
tionships, the same steps are followed although techniques will vary. The 
most commonly violated aspect of conflict resolution concerns the first 
step, mutual respect. When one believes that someone else is mistaken or 
has done something wrong, one tends to begin the interaction by asking 
accusatory questions, blaming, or pointing out the error, which tends to 
undermine the other person’s sense of belonging, security, or adequacy. 
Action statements follow as to what should be done to correct the situation. 
Even though the suggestions may address what the situation requires to 
correct it, the violation of step one almost precludes successful resolution. 
Winning and losing become the outcome of such situations.

On the other hand, if mutual respect is established through active lis-
tening, good eye contact, and empathic communication, the other steps 
may not be executed optimally but the situation can still be resolved sat-
isfactorily. When others perceive openness, flexibility, and respect as ele-
ments of efforts to solve differences, there is a much greater probability of 
success in achieving a satisfactory outcome.

Another way of expressing concern about another’s behavior and/or 
attitudes can be characterized as facilitative challenge. On occasion, shar-
ing perceptions can be growth producing and helpful even though the 



Encouragement  •  85

perceptions speak to aspects of the person that one may find uncomfort-
able. I recall one such instance when an undergraduate in my human rela-
tions class had distinguished herself as the class clown. She was always 
good for a laugh. After getting to know her during the quarter, we had 
a conference concerning her relatively poor performance with the class 
assignments. I had noted that often she was the butt end of her pranks and 
jokes. I asked:

Counselor:  I wonder why you end up being the one everyone looks to for 
a laugh. Do you know?

Student: N o, I really don’t.
Counselor:  I wonder, could it be that so long as you’re good for a laugh, 

no one needs to take you seriously… that they keep you in your 
place as sorority or class clown because they feel more comfort-
able not considering your opinions, how you feel, what makes 
you happy… or sad …

Student:  (silent but pensive)… I’ve never quite put it that way before but I 
have wondered … do they really like me, no, do they respect me 
as a person? You think, “Hey, does anybody care that I might not 
be here next quarter ’cause I’m flunking my courses?”… Yeah, 
that’s it! (smiles)… so I’m the court jester, good for a laugh … 
I’ll be darned!

Counselor:  Quite a discovery, but you know what? … [No] … It isn’t their 
fault either… [What do you mean?] … Well, who said you had to 
be what they wanted? [Oh, I see] … Now the question is, what do 
you want to do about it? Would you like to change? [You bet!]

In this case, change was not so easy. As we pursued the situation fur-
ther, I pointed out that because she lacked confidence in herself, she had 
developed many habits that earned her the reputation she now wanted 
changed. People expected her to perform, so to speak, as she always had. 
When one begins changing, others can become uncomfortable. All of a 
sudden you seem unpredictable! The combination of self-doubt and oth-
ers’ expectations is always a factor in such instances. She was able to accept 
my observations, even though they were psychologically distressing to her, 
because she experienced genuineness, nonpossessive caring, and empathic 
understanding in our relationship. Equally important, I helped her under-
stand the purpose of her behavior. How it masked her fear of being a failure 
and gave her an excuse for not exploring her real capabilities and talents 
was revealed. This hidden reason, as Dreikurs called it, would no longer be 
as useful to her in avoiding her life tasks. More important, she was now 
free to have a good laugh and joke around or not, as she chose. She also 
began practicing behaviors that prompted others to perceive her as a more 
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serious-minded, responsible student and friend. Effective verbal commu-
nication, then, involves several components. Most often the words one uses 
are the least important factors, although they, too, contribute to the overall 
effect. Key concepts include:

	 1.	 reflective listening, which reveals an awareness of the kind and 
intensity of feelings expressed;

	 2.	 nonjudgmental attitudes, which show respect for the individual 
even though you may not like what he or she has done;

	 3.	 accepting responsibility for your feelings and avoiding blaming, 
complaining, and nagging; and

	 4.	 understanding the purpose of behavior and how it may be self-
defeating to the other person and/or yourself in finding solutions 
to life circumstances.

Studies of teacher–pupil interactions over the years tend to support the 
difficulty that both teachers and pupils experience in their interactions. 
In my experience as a lecturer in the United States and abroad, work-
shop participants, including teachers, generally agree that most interac-
tions involve giving instructions, reminders, and reprimands. Parents 
are equally perplexed. Marriage and family interactions also tend to be 
less than encouraging in all but the strongest families (D. G. Myers, 1992; 
Stinnet & Defrain, 1985). What this suggests is that the most powerful 
learning methods available (i.e., modeling and example) are absent in the 
major environments where learning to cope with life is an expected out-
come. In short, there is no more important mission than to model, teach, 
and perfect methods of encouragement if we are to cope successfully with 
the problems of our time.

On Being Encouraging

Attention to only verbal methods of encouragement leaves a significant gap 
in what is required. Adlerians stress the significance of action, not words, 
when coping with discipline problems. The same principle can be espoused 
for encouragement. Each person looks for evidence that what others say 
is revealed also in their behaviors. Nonverbal communication can be as 
simple as smiling or as involved as planning and conducting events specifi-
cally designed to reflect love, respect, and genuine caring for others.

Remembering and celebrating birthdays, anniversaries, and gradua-
tions constitute nonverbal messages of encouragement. At such times, the 
recipients may not remember exactly what was said or what was given to 
them, but they will remember the manner in which it was given.
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Some illustrations of acts of encouragement include the following:

	 1.	 Helping someone do a job that might otherwise be done alone
	 2.	 Listening to someone describe a hobby, a vocation, or event that 

he or she wanted to share
	 3.	K eeping busy and remaining patient while someone else com-

pletes a task he or she found difficult
	 4.	 Completing or doing another’s task in order to let him or her have 

more leisure time
	 5.	 Sharing with a friend a book or item of value to you
	 6.	 Offering to do a favor without being asked
	 7.	 Sending letters of appreciation, thanks, or remembrance, espe-

cially when it might easily be overlooked
	 8.	 Intervening on another’s behalf to help others appreciate his or 

her capabilities or contributions for a job to be done

Virtually any act that is given genuinely as an expression of apprecia-
tion, recognition, or acceptance of another person’s qualities, talents, or 
behavior can be encouraging to that person. Sometimes individuals ques-
tion why Adlerians tend to avoid reference to praise. There are several 
explanations for this tendency. First, most often, the goal of counseling is 
to help overcome evidence of discouragement in other persons. Referring 
to the explanation in Chapter 1 of the vertical and horizontal planes on 
which people tend to move, praise by our definition tends to bring atten-
tion to how one is doing more than to what one is doing (e.g., “You’re a 
good painter. You’ve done that well!”). Because discouraged persons tend 
to be preoccupied with how they are doing, we prefer to deemphasize it.

In the earlier case of the skier interviewed after losing a competition 
by only fractions of a second, to say he’d done a good job probably would 
have made little difference to him. In spite of the commentator’s prompt-
ing, he already believed that he’d done his best! A good respected friend’s 
praise for his run down the hill could be encouraging as an affirmation 
of what he already believed. When in doubt about another’s level of self-
confidence, we believe that it is better not to praise.

By dictionary definition, to praise is to express approval. In an authori-
tarian society or system, praise is a means of influence. Superiors “approve 
or disapprove” subordinates’ work or behavior. Praise, then, is not an 
appropriate method for an equalitarian society. Praise also tends to bring 
attention to the person and not the act.

The personal tragedy of many persons can be traced to their early mis-
taken notions that in order to be somebody of importance they must per-
form to the satisfaction of others. On the one hand, some people decide 
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what they will or will not do according to how it will please others, whereas 
some people will act only to displease others. In either case, the conse-
quences are equally stifling. There are also many examples of businessmen, 
writers, actors, music stars, and others who excelled in the eyes of their 
publics only to die from substance abuse, personal abuses to their health, 
and various other behaviors of a discouraged person. In these instances, 
success with power, position, and possessions all proved shallow and 
depressing. Some people may argue that success ruined these individuals. 
The influence of fame and money corrupted them. The demands of their 
public life were too great. These arguments may seem compelling if you 
accept the premise that these individuals could exercise no influence over 
their time, their friends, and their associates.

By contrast, there are examples of other successful, high-visibility pub-
lic figures, who in some cases, in spite of personal tragedy in their private 
lives, are excellent examples of high-social-interest persons. The comedian 
Bob Hope used his quick sense of humor and personal charm to lift the 
spirits of servicemen and the less fortunate all over the world. He was gen-
erous with his time, talent, and personal resources on behalf of many char-
ities and causes. Never one to miss the humor in a situation, his humor was 
never purposely hurtful to anyone. As is noted in the chapters on consulta-
tion and counseling, helping others to laugh at the predicaments in life is 
therapeutic in itself. On the basis of that criteria, he could have been called 
Dr. Bob Hope!

Attention to appropriate touching can be 
an important process of encouragement.

One last observation about encouragement concerns touching. For a 
variety of reasons, touching others in U.S. society seems to have acquired a 
kind of taboo. Among certain ethnic groups, hugging and kissing men and 
women alike is an accepted expression of love, friendship, and warmth. No 
greeting or celebration is complete without it. And yet, principally Western 
European Victorian attitudes and practices seem to coexist in a society 
charged with pornography, moral indulgence, and preoccupation with 
sexual performance. This fact is particularly striking as new data accu-
mulate that in the absence of fondling, cuddling, picking up, touching, 
and other signs of physical caring, even animals experience all manner of 
maladies, including, evidently, death in some situations. Case studies of 
human beings of all ages are likewise quite striking with respect to neglect 
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in this area. For this reason, I believe that attention to appropriate touch-
ing can be an important factor in the process of encouragement.

In most instances, a simple but firm handshake, a touch on the arm or 
back, a kiss on the cheek, a hug, or a holding of hands is sufficient. Early in 
courting, couples hold hands, kiss, caress, and fondle as an expression of 
their affection. Babies tend to receive similar treatment early in their young 
lives. As children grow older, they tend to pull away from parental touching 
but generally about the same time that they discover opposite sex attrac-
tiveness. Cultivating appropriate social expressions of interest, caring, 
and support among same-gender and opposite-gender individuals with-
out erotic overtones or connotations are desirable. Parents especially have 
many opportunities to model this with and for their children. Teachers 
working with young children likewise have many occasions when gentle 
touching to obtain attention or expressions of support would be helpful.

Nonverbal communication also can be attained by physical approxi-
mation (i.e., standing nearby or leaning over a table or desk to observe at 
close hand a piece of work or object). In each case, one’s presence can be 
felt in a positive way by the other person. Learning what is appropriate or 
comfortable for another can often be determined simply by asking. For the 
purposes of this discussion, anyone in a helping role should be sensitive 
to behaviors that could be construed as sexual overtures or harassment. 
Likewise, as one gains appreciation for multicultural diversity, sensitiv-
ity to eye contact, physical approximation, gestures, and related nonverbal 
communications require deliberate exploration of the values, thoughts, 
and feelings of individuals whose cultural background is unknown to the 
helper (Lee, 2006).

Summary

This chapter reviews various aspects of the most important element 
in promoting significant positive attitudes toward coping with life. 
Believing in oneself is influenced but not determined by others. In order 
to encourage others most effectively, you must believe in yourself. To 
have the courage to find solutions to life’s predicaments is to have one of 
life’s greatest assets.

Specific methods and techniques are available, and with practice, will 
make a difference in how you relate with others. Because encouragement 
is integral to all Adlerian interventions, additional illustrations and expla-
nations will be found in subsequent chapters. In addition, completing the 
study questions and the activities at the end of this chapter can be quite 
helpful. In conclusion, the person who encourages
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	 1.	 Respects individuals as they are (even though you may not approve 
of specific behaviors)

	 2.	 Shows faith, which enables people to have faith in themselves
	 3.	 Has an expectancy that the person’s ability will be sufficient to 

function satisfactorily
	 4.	 Recognizes effort toward positive goals as worthwhile
	 5.	 Works through and with groups (family, classmates, coworkers) to 

free and enhance the development of individuals
	 6.	 Helps each person experience a sense of belonging in the group
	 7.	Helps develop skills and attitudes needed by others for coping 

through sequencing and pacing of experiences and knowledge 
to ensure success

	 8.	 Uses individuals’ interests and assets to further their development
	 9.	 Volunteers encouragement to others without any effort or behavior 

necessary on their part

Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 List qualities of an act of encouragement (e.g., more concerned 
with effort than with outcomes).

	 2.	 Why do you think Adlerians teach that you should cultivate the 
courage to be imperfect?

	 3.	 Give two or more illustrations that represent (a) someone approach-
ing life tasks on the vertical plane and (b) someone approaching 
life tasks on the horizontal plane

	 4.	 Briefly describe (a) “words that encourage” and give two examples; 
(b) “acts that encourage” and give two examples.

Activities

To provide encouragement is to inspire or help others, particularly toward 
a conviction that they can work on finding solutions and that they can 
cope with any predicament.

Actions that encourage have the following characteristics:

	 1.	 What one is doing is more important than how one is doing it.
	 2.	 The present is the focus more so than the past or future.
	 3.	 The deed is what is important rather than the doer.
	 4.	 The effort is to be emphasized rather than the outcome.
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	 5.	 Intrinsic motivation (i.e., satisfaction, enjoyment, or challenge) 
rather than extrinsic motivation (i.e., reward or punishment) is 
expressed.

	 6.	 What is being learned matters more than what is not being 
learned.

	 7.	 What is being done correctly is stressed more than what is not 
being done correctly.

I.	 A.	 For each circumstance below, select one or more actions that can 
be characterized generally as encouraging to others:

Circumstance Response

1. Volunteers to help wash 
the dishes

_____ a. faint from surprise
_____ b. tell them how to do it
_____ c. remain cheerful and helpful 

no matter how it is done
_____ d. tell the person you 

appreciated their help and 
company

2. Accidentally drops full 
dinner plate on the 
floor

_____ a. clean it up for them
_____ b. tell them to clean it up
_____ c. ask if they would like help 

cleaning it up
_____ d. say nothing unless it seems 

necessary

3. Brings home a treat for 
others

_____ a. express appreciation for the 
thoughtfulness

_____ b. ask where they got it
_____ c. openly enjoy it
_____ d. reciprocate by sharing at 

another time something that 
they would enjoy

4. Brings home report 
card

_____ a. explore with them what 
subjects they enjoy most

_____ b. sign it without reading it
_____ c. give money for good grades
_____ d. invite them to discuss what it 

means to them

Key: 1. c, d; 2. c, d; 3. a, c, d; 4. a, d
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	 B.	R each a consensus with your partner and/or group members 
about appropriate responses.

	 C.	 Check your responses with those of the key.

II.	 A.	 List one or more encouraging responses (verbal or nonverbal) to 
each of the following:

Circumstance Response

Someone else:
1.	� is unable to complete an 

assignment in the time allotted

2.	� tends to be slow in motor skills

3.	� volunteers to help with 
bothersome assignments

4.	� washes the car

5.	� loses an item of special value to 
you

6.	� shares a common interest or 
hobby

7.	� has a special talent

8.	� takes a bath and goes to bed 
without being told (child)

	 B.	 Share your list of encouraging responses with the group and 
participate in discussion.

III.	A.	 Identify three or more situations in which others have been 
encouraging to you when you really appreciated their support.

Situation Encouragement Response

1.

2.

3.

	 B.	 Can you think of situations in which you felt more encouraged 
by what you did than by what others said or did (i.e., intrinsically 
motivated vs. extrinsically motivated)?
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	 C.	 Under what circumstances do you find yourself feeling most 
discouraged? Can you identify the thoughts and feelings that 
influence your behavior at those times? Would you like to learn 
new ways of thinking and behaving in similar situations in the 
future?

	 D.	 Share the encouraging recollections you listed in Part A.
	 E.	 If you wish, you may share one of the circumstances in Part B.
	 F.	 If you wish, you may share one of the circumstances in Part C, 

asking the group and/or your partner in what new ways you 
might approach such a situation (i.e., thoughts and actions as a 
means of overcoming it).

IV.		  In the tables that follow, check the frequency applicable to your 
own behavior. Note that common activities can be used quite 
purposefully to encourage others.

Verbal

How often do you say  
something like Daily Weekly Monthly Yearly

Never or 
Not 

Applicable

1. I really enjoyed your company.

2. I appreciated your help.

3. You seem to enjoy …

4. I like your …

5. I really like what I’m doing.

6. May I help?

7. Thanks.

8. That’s unfortunate; is there 
anything I can do?

9. Can you tell me more about 
your hobby, trip … ?

10. Would you teach me how to …

11. I feel good about myself.

12. I’m really happy for you.
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Nonverbal

How often do you… Daily Weekly Monthly Yearly

Never or 
Not 

Applicable

1. Listen empathically to another 
share a concern or important 
event in his or her life.

2. Send letters, get-well cards, and so 
forth, to let others know you care 
about them.

3. Remain patient when others are 
slow or less able.

4. Remember birthdays, 
anniversaries, or other 
important dates of loved ones 
and share them.

5. Realize that you really enjoy 
what you are doing or the 
person with whom you are 
doing it.

6. Share with a friend something of 
value to you, such as a book.

7. Offer to do a favor for another 
without being asked.
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5Chapter 

Lifestyle Assessment
Uncovering the Unconscious

Adler characterized lifestyle as the “unity in each individual—in his think-
ing, feeling, acting; in his so-called conscious and unconscious, in every 
expression of his personality. This (self-consistent) unity we call the style 
of life of the individual” (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1967, p. 175). Lifestyle 
analysis or assessment is an effort to make explicit the attitudes, beliefs, and 
convictions one uses in approaching or avoiding one’s life tasks. Although 
the scope of this work does not provide a comprehensive introduction to 
methods and techniques of lifestyle assessment, an overview is appropriate 
and is sufficient for the purposes of beginning the process of understand-
ing its validity and usefulness.

The best way to validate the usefulness and reliability of lifestyle 
assessment is through personal experience as a subject of an assess-
ment. You may become more aware of your own perceptions with the 
aid of a counselor. Even more revealing is to be confronted with a genu-
ine incongruity in one’s experience or expectations, for example, with 
a coworker, significant other, or similar relationship. Properly done, 
lifestyle assessment will uncover the source of discomfort in the rela-
tionships that challenge a person. They are a part of one’s private con-
victions, values, and expectations. The following sections of this chapter 
provide an introduction to the rationale and methods used in a lifestyle 
assessment, and subsequent chapters contain illustrations for its uses 
in counseling.
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Data Gathering

Experienced counselors learn to observe behavior as a means of under-
standing the motivation that makes such behavior useful to an individual. 
Often beginners will ask if it is necessary to conduct a formal lifestyle assess-
ment such as that outlined in this chapter. In point of fact, the experienced 
clinician will use a variety of sources from which to extrapolate hunches 
or expert guesses about the counselee. Certainly case histories, assessment 
instruments, family constellation, and early recollections as well as overt 
behavior noted by the counselor and others are all useful tools. In the latter 
case, symptomatic behavior such as with the goals of children’s misbehav-
ior permit intelligent guessing based on knowledge attained from work 
with other children. Likewise, adolescents and adults in various substance 
abuse programs, for example, exhibit denial behaviors that have similar 
purposes in their usefulness. Working with such populations is itself a 
source of normative data and impressions.

Adler, in Problems of Neurosis (1929/1964), wrote that there are many 
ways to detect indications of another’s lifestyle. Among his early observa-
tions were those revealed through organic problems. Suggested in recent 
stress research is that individuals tend to respond to similar stressful cir-
cumstances with particular physiological reactions unique to their coping 
skills. When some individuals say that they cannot “stomach” a situation, 
they literally mean it! Stomach ulcers, gallbladder attacks, nausea, and 
other symptoms are a result.

Extensive lifestyle information generally would not be necessary in 
cases such as the following:

	 1.	 Individual is seeking assistance with a situational problem within 
his or her capability of solving without such data.

	 2.	 Child’s behavior clearly reflects classical discouragement and cor-
rective action can be taken in the home and/or classroom.

	 3.	 A major theme or movement through life is apparent and recog-
nizable when presented by the counselor as a result of observing 
and attentive listening.

	 4.	 Testing information, symptomatic behavior, family constellation, 
early recollections, or similar data already are available to the 
counselor in written form or as reported by the individual.

Sources of Data

When it is deemed appropriate to proceed with a lifestyle assessment, at 
least the following three sources of data should be considered: (a) family 
constellation questionnaire, (b) early recollections, and (c) observations. 
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In each instance, the trained interviewer is prepared to formulate hypoth-
eses, test them, and discard, modify, or confirm them as the case may be. 
Questioning techniques vary, as do styles in conducting psychological 
investigations. Experienced practitioners are able to integrate the sources 
of data into free-flowing dialogue with a client while systematically elicit-
ing responses from which formulations are derived.

Lifestyle assessment underscores the 
holistic nature of one’s being.

The usefulness of lifestyle assessment further underscores the holis-
tic nature of one’s being. Virtually every behavior is a small but signifi-
cant piece of a larger plan or gestalt of interrelated parts. One’s choice 
of clothes, body posture, and movement all reveal underlying attitudes 
and convictions.

Essentially, lifestyle assessment allows the practitioner to reveal the pri-
vate logic that the individual follows. On the one hand, most people acquire 
and accept certain notions of what is appropriate or inappropriate in 
socially living with others. Agreement on such matters may be called com-
mon sense. When individuals ignore or violate what the situation may 
demand as perceived by others, then these individuals are following their 
private logic.

Your private logic contributes to a belief that what you do is the appro-
priate course of action for you. Because it is a result of your earliest experi-
ences in life and basically reinforced by selective perceptions of what you 
expect from life, others, and yourself, this private logic goes fairly unchal-
lenged. Much like an invisible road map, you chart your goals, plans, and 
actions without an awareness of the rationale that you follow.

Your unconscious assumptions are on “automatic” so long as you are 
content with them, and you make choices without asking whether there is 
another way. Each person acts “as if” his or her perceptions are the only 
ones possible or correct.

Adler noted that although one’s lifestyle is established by age 6 years 
or so, it can be changed whenever an individual considers it useful to do 
so. Actually most people do not require a significant change in their basic 
goals and learn to use their creative self-direction to accommodate others’ 
expectations in the many social contexts that they experience.

Understanding what Dreikurs called one’s hidden reason in pursuing 
specific behavior contributes to the kind of understanding that counselees 
report as useful and comforting. The author has heard Dreikurs (personal 
communication, 1970) say, “Tell a person what he is (e.g., lazy, manic 
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depressive), so what? Tell a person how he feels, so what? But tell a per-
son what he intends, what is his goal? Now, that the person can change!” 
Equally important, the counselees feel encouraged by the knowledge that 
someone else understands their logic and can truly empathize with some 
of their predicaments.

Family Constellation
The counselor attempts, then, to understand the individual’s private 
logic on how to be somebody, how to have a place, how to be important. 
Counselors look first at siblings and family for evidence of how life seems 
to be, how others are, and how the client makes his or her place. Dreikurs 
noted that the sibling closest in age and most different from the counselee 
has the greatest influence on the counselee’s personality.

Research and clinical experience seem to corroborate this simple rule, 
that whatever one child likes or excels at, the other will not. If one is artis-
tic, the other will likely be athletic. An exception is when family values 
help to moderate the overt differences, such as an expectation that every-
one must do well in school. Differences between youngsters in the areas in 
which they choose to excel, nevertheless, can be discerned. Early recollec-
tions are another rich source of material. For the beginner or infrequent 
user of lifestyle assessment, some structure for data collection is useful. 
Fortunately, tools are available to assist you.

The family constellation questionnaire requires that the individual 
think about his or her perceptions and feelings as a child of 6 to 8 years old 
or younger. Some individuals can respond to this task readily, whereas oth-
ers require some assistance in recapturing their childhood neighborhood, 
favorite places in their homes, friends, or favorite toys, pets, or things to do 
that are the touchstones of experiences for them as a child. Most persons 
become quite interested in self-disclosure and recalling earlier times with-
out hesitation. Many persons find this is a very enjoyable experience.

The counselor is guided by a series of questions that help discover such 
information as the individual’s ordinal position in the family, compara-
tive characteristics with other members of the family, interaction patterns 
within the family, family values, and adjustment to physical and socioeco-
nomic conditions. The following are some questions often asked in these 
interviews (Dreikurs, 1967):

	 A.	 Ordinal Position. List all the children in the family in their birth 
order and list their ages plus or minus years compared to the 
counselee’s age, including siblings who are now dead and/or mis-
carriages that were known to the person as a child. For example:
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Bob, +2
Tom, 28 (counselee)
Mary, –2
girl baby, –3 (stillborn)
Susan, –10

		  In this example, Tom is a middle child in a two-family constella-
tion; that is, Susan is more likely to have the characteristics of the 
only child because she is more than 6 to 8 years younger than her 
closest sibling.

	 B.	 Description of Siblings. Be specific in description.
	 1.	 Who is most different from you? In what respect? (likely 

competitor)
	 2.	 Who is most like you? In what respect? (possible ally)
	 3.	 What kind of kid were you?
	 4.	 Describe the other siblings.
	 C.	 Comparative Attributes. Rate self and siblings on each of the attri-

butes by indicating who you believed was highest or most, who 
was lowest or least, and if you were neither one, indicate to which 
sibling you were most similar.

	 1.	 Intelligent
	 2.	 Hardest worker
	 3.	 Best grades in school
	 4.	 Helped at home
	 5.	 Conforming
	 6.	R ebellious
	 7.	 Tried to please
	 8.	 Got own way
	 9.	 Sense of humor
	 10.	 High standards
	 11.	 Most spoiled
	 12.	 Most punished
	 D.	 Sibling Relationship
	 1.	 Who took care of whom?
	 2.	 Who played with whom?
	 3.	 Who was favorite of mother? father?
	 4.	 Who got along best and who fought most?
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	 E.	 Parent
	 1.	 Parent ages
	 2.	 What kind of person was each?
	 3.	 Which child liked father most? Mother most? In what ways?
	 4.	 What kind of relationship existed between father and mother?
	 5.	 Who was more ambitious for the children? In what ways?
	 6.	 Did any other persons live with or significantly influence 

you?

Dreikurs (1967) and Shulman and Mosak (1988b) discussed the signifi-
cance of questions like these and others in much greater detail. The influ-
ence of early social experiences on one’s biased apperceptions is the focus 
of attention. From the counselee’s review of these early perceptions, the 
counselor can begin to develop a word portrait of the individual.

Early Recollections
Adler had a gift for conveying his ideas in direct and simple terms. 
Regarding early recollections:

Early recollections have a special significance. To begin with, they 
show the style of life in its origin and in its simplest expressions 
(Adler, 1931/1958, p. 74)

This apparently important source of information is readily available to 
most individuals with whom a counselor might work. Within the context 
of lifestyle data collection, it is a readily available source of validity and 
reliability verification as well. I am reminded of Harold Mosak’s story of 
conducting a lifestyle demonstration before an audience and determining 
that the individual was faking his lifestyle! He was able to make this judg-
ment based upon a lack of consistency within the lifestyle data being pro-
vided by the “client.” Experience with the theory and methods will result 
in this kind of confidence.

The most thorough review of early recollections from an Adlerian per-
spective as well as other theorists also provides a rich resource related to 
research associated with them (Clark, 2002). It is beyond the scope of this 
chapter to attempt such an effort, but Clark’s assessment is noteworthy:

In response to skepticism proceeding from inadequate norms and 
methodological limitations … it is possible to view early recollections 
as a functional counseling tool that is germane to a comprehensive 
personality assessment. … In this regard, the counselor may gener-
ate tenable hypotheses based on early memory inferences that are 



Lifestyle Assessment  •  103

subject to verification and augmentation with further information 
from various sources. (p. 4)

Within the context of Adler’s theory, early recollections are not a reflec-
tion of the past but a forecast of the future. This is a critical principle to 
understand. Early recollections reveal the purposeful, current movement 
toward the unconscious goals of the individual. This is entirely consistent 
with Adler’s position that it is the goals toward which individuals are mov-
ing that helps us to understand the unity of their personality.

 Typically, early recollections are recorded as a part of the interview pro-
cess following the family constellation. Individuals frequently will begin 
sharing early recollections before the counselor even suggests that they do 
so. Adlerians note that what is remembered is done so selectively because 
it has significance to the individual in understanding, managing, and con-
trolling life experiences. Specific early recollections are those recalled to 
approximately age 8 or 9 years.

Early recollections are cues for understanding 
present behavior.

The difference between a significant early recollection and a report 
must be noted. Many people recall family routines, frequent interactions, 
or general descriptions of early experiences. For example, one individual 
reported that every Sunday afternoon in the summer her family made ice 
cream as a pastime. Even with more detail, it is not to be confused with a 
recollection. A useful recollection is more specific and brings attention to 
a particular incident. Often the early recollection will be so vivid that it 
takes on a “here and now” quality with an overt affective reaction as well. 
For example, this individual went on to say:

I remember one Sunday afternoon it was very pleasant outside and 
the older kids were running around ignoring the ice cream churn. 
I decided that I would make the ice cream and began to crank the 
handle. No one particularly noticed that I had seen the job to the 
end. They enjoyed the ice cream and so did I. I really felt pleased with 
myself and have liked ice cream especially well ever since (laugh).

In the previous example, no one in the family may have remembered 
her helping with the ice cream. In fact, it may never have happened. What 
is significant is that she remembers it as though it did happen. The coun-
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selor might hypothesize from this recollection that the individual believes 
the following:

Among life’s greatest satisfactions is seeing a job to the end, regard-
less of whether others realize who is the source of giving. When oth-
ers shirk their responsibility, I can be depended on to see that the job 
gets done. I can and do enjoy contributing to others’ pleasure.

Likewise, specific childhood dreams can be treated as early recollec-
tions. However, although recurring dreams often stand out, they are con-
sidered reports rather than early recollections.

The question that is asked to begin the process can have particular sig-
nificance (i.e., What is your earliest recollection?). In my experience, when 
the earliest recollection is recalled easily, there is a tendency for it to con-
tain major themes or patterns of belief fundamental to the individual’s 
movement through life. This can be confirmed or refuted, however, by not-
ing the content and affect in subsequent recollections.

Recording the approximate age of a recollection can be helpful, espe-
cially if the counselor observes, for example, that the individual had no 
recollections until a significant event occurred in the family (e.g., a birth 
or death, a family move, another person joined the family).

Whether the earliest recollection is remembered first or not, themes or 
patterns reveal themselves in a series of recollections. Some persons may 
remember only a few whereas most persons can recall 6 to 10 or more 
recollections without difficulty.

Some Adlerians have the individual respond to a family constellation 
and recollection questionnaire in writing. The questionnaire is then sup-
plemented by an interview to elaborate on or clarify written responses.

To make use of the recollections requires an understanding of Adlerian 
psychology and further explanation beyond the scope of this chapter. Some 
of the activities and questions the counselor considers as he or she seeks 
to understand the individual are given below. This part of the process is 
completed after the interview, during which the counselor listened, clari-
fied, and recorded as accurately as possible the exact descriptions shared 
by the individual.

In these recollections:

Is the individual active or passive?
Is he or she an observer or participant?
Is he or she giving or taking?
Does he or she go forth or withdraw?
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What is his or her physical posture or position in relation to the 
surroundings?

Is he or she alone or with others?
Is his or her concern with people, things, or ideas?
What relationship does the counselee place himself or herself into 

with others? Inferior? Superior?
What emotion does he or she use?
What feeling tone is attached to the event or outcome?
Are detail and color mentioned?
Do stereotypes of authorities, subordinates, men, women, old, 

young, and so forth reveal themselves?
Prepare a “headline” that captures the essence of the event (e.g., 

in relation to the woman’s recollection of the ice cream: Girl 
Gets Job Done!).

Look for themes and an overall pattern
Look for corroboration in the family constellation information.

In Chapter 6, I share how I have discovered the beneficial effects of help-
ing to respond in the present tense when reflecting the counselee’s reports 
of recollections. I invite them to not only recount the memories but to 
relive them as though they were in the moment (abreact). When associated 
with emotional and physiological sensory experiencing of the events, a 
next step to association with current events flows naturally to discovery 
of themes, rules, and consequences never before understood by the coun-
selees (Sweeney, Myers, & Stephan, 2006; Sweeney & Myers, 2004). This 
has proven to be of great benefit to more counselee insight without my 
interpretation or explanation of associations. With some counselees, of 
course, it is still helpful if not necessary to help them relate other aspects 
of their lifestyle to the predicaments in which they find themselves.

No single, universally established set of questions or procedures exists 
that standardizes the lifestyle process. Most practitioners modify or other
wise use their experience as a means of deriving information needed to 
assist the individual. With respect to summarizing a lifestyle, the follow-
ing is an outline of topical headings that I use to organize counselee infor-
mation and tentative interpretative statements:

	 I.	 Individual Characteristics: Family Constellation and Attributes
	 II.	 Adult and Gender Models
	 III.	 Family/Cultural Values
	 IV.	 Early Recollections
	 V.	 Life Convictions
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	 VI.	 Approach to Life Tasks: Work; Friendship; Love; Self; Spirituality
	VII.	 Comfort Zone—When Expectation Are Met vs. Not Met

It is not necessary to prepare an elaborate report in many instances but 
rather an outline of observations and tentative statements of self-talk con-
victions that follow from the lifestyle data. The process of summary gener-
ally results in statements such as the following (Shulman & Mosak, 1988a, 
1988b):

	 A.	 I am …
	 1.	 Self-concept: Who I think I am, what I do, like, etc.
	 a.	 For example, I am gentle in nature

I am short
I am honest

	 b.	 These may not be objectively true (i.e., a very short person 
may not feel short, whereas a tall person may feel short); 
it is the subjective evaluation of the person that must be 
understood.

	 c.	 Listen for unspoken modifiers, particularly when evident 
in the ratings and recollections (e.g., I am only a woman; I 
must be honest; I am very short).

	 2.	 Self-ideal: What I want, should be, or should do in order to 
have my place.

	 a.	 For example, I want to be rich
I should be generous
I should work hard
I should be a real man (woman)

	 b.	 Family and cultural values and home atmosphere can be 
seen to have an influence on the self-ideal (e.g., you must 
get a good education to get ahead, always work to win, love 
cures all, men are more important than women, black is 
beautiful).

	 B.	 Others are …
	 1.	 General: People generally are kind, dependable, and trust

worthy.
	 2.	 Specific: Women are good servants; men are strong; children 

should be seen but not heard.
	 C.	 Life:
	 1.	 General: Life is full of dangers, “a great big circus,” a challenge to 

be met.
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	 2.	 Specific: Things are exactly as they seem; nature is very unfor-
giving of weak persons like me; each day is a new opportunity 
for me.
From the combinations of I am, others are, and life is, infer-

ences can be made (i.e., “therefore, I …”):
I am a child, but I can do what I want to do.
Adults (i.e., those in authority) have advantages over chil-

dren that are unfair.
Life is a daily struggle in which only the strong survive.
ἀ erefore, I must show adults that they cannot defeat me.

The method of operation is revealed by the “therefore, I” statement of 
conviction. This does not allow the observer to predict the specific behavior 
of the individual (e.g., will talk back or openly rebel). With each lifestyle 
an infinite number of possible behaviors exist. An individual may “defeat” 
the authorities in his or her life by being superior to them in some posi-
tive quality or ability he or she judges to be significant. Someone else may 
choose to challenge authorities on the basis of their inconsistency, to help 
demonstrate to the world how they are unfair. Some of the latter individu-
als may become human rights activists whereas others may become mem-
bers of extremist political factions. The choice rests with the individual.

To modify one’s behavior does not require that the life convic-
tions change. In fact, as individuals experience natural and logical con-
sequences as well as punishment and reward, they modify their behavior. 
Adlerians simply believe that when in a new, strange, or stressful situa-
tion without the benefit of known clues, individuals resort to their earliest 
convictions.

Observations
J. E. Myers (1989) discussed personality change in older persons from the 
perspective of their adult children. She noted with optimism that the uni-
versal tendency in older persons to share their life review (i.e., recall of early 
childhood, challenges, aspirations, and disappointments of life) is an oppor-
tunity to engage and encourage them. Gerontological counselors also note 
that as individuals get older, they tend to be more like themselves (i.e., they 
are even more different from others in certain specific ways). Adlerians 
believe such observations serve further to confirm the belief that although 
one’s behavior does change, the orientation (i.e., characteristic way of mov-
ing through life) does not change except under unusual circumstances.

As individuals face later years and/or death, they are confronted with 
a new, potentially stressful task. A review of their basic life experiences 
and convictions seems to be a likely course to follow in attempting to cope 
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with later years and/or death from the Adlerian point of view (Sweeney & 
Myers, 1986; Sweeney, 1997).

This reviewing is not to suggest that one is “determined” by his or her 
lifestyle in an absolute way. Adlerians have observed that although people 
fashion their own convictions, they also tend to hold to them in the face of 
new data, and actually establish expectancies to prove or affirm that they 
were accurate all along. Adlerians, therefore, are referred to as “soft deter-
minants” because they have noted changes in persons as a result of psy-
chotherapy only when it would serve individuals better, or because of an 
unusually significant event and/or organic trauma. Generally, Adlerians 
do not expect lifestyle changes, per se.

In the cases where lifestyles are reported to have changed, persons are 
observed to have different perceptions of their early years, and even their 
early recollections have changed or were forgotten (i.e., they have new 
interpretations of similar events or they recall “new” incidents).

One’s lifestyle remains consistent unless …

Lifestyle analysis can involve a rather extensive review of an individ-
ual’s life perceptions, including family relationships and recollections, 
or less extensive exploration to simply help uncover an individual’s 
characteristic movement though life. The emphasis is on movement and 
motivation. Discovering how and toward what goal an individual is mov-
ing is the counselor’s objective. Whether or not the individual chooses 
to change his or her behavior or motivation is clearly the counselee’s 
responsibility.

The Interviewer’s Lifestyle Inventory will be found in this chapter fol-
lowing the Summary. Also, a variety of other applications of lifestyle data 
will be found in Chapters 6, 7, 8, 10, and 12 as further illustrations of this 
method in counseling. To assist the reader further in understanding the 
basics of lifestyle assessment and its application, Chapter 6 contains life-
style counseling session excerpts from an interview with a woman who 
is attempting to deal with her son’s decision to live with his father, her 
ex-husband.

Summary

This chapter provides an overview of lifestyle assessment as used in 
Adlerian counseling and psychotherapy. Although much more can be 
addressed regarding this method, the reader should have an understand
ing of how this method is an outgrowth of the principle that all behavior is 
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useful to individuals as they strive for a place of significance among others. 
With knowledge that behavior is purposive and interrelated through one’s 
lifestyle, discovering another’s private logic becomes a matter of guessing 
or hypothesizing about the significance of specific behavior in relation to 
the whole. Through this process, you can help others in both small and 
large ways to understand and modify their behavior and/or motivation to 
the mutual advantage of themselves and others. Persons inexperienced in 
projective techniques and their use will need supervised experience and 
practice in these techniques. For although a well-developed intuitive abil-
ity is necessary, such ability is founded on knowledge of human behavior, 
experience, and practice in these methods.

Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 What is meant by family constellation?
	 2.	 How do you distinguish between an early recollection and a 

report?
	 3.	 When you are completing the attributes portion of the Interviewer’s 

Lifestyle Inventory, how might an oldest child respond compared 
to a middle or youngest child in the same constellation?

	 4.	 Ask a friend or acquaintance who has siblings within 5 years of 
his or her age to tell you about himself or herself and each sib-
ling. Pay particular attention to their age differences and who was 
most alike or different, played or fought, achieved or did not, and 
so forth. Do you observe patterns to the responses such as were 
described in Chapter 5? Can you see where rivals excel or have 
interests in different areas?

Activities

In Chapter 5, several concepts and assumptions about Adler’s Individual 
Psychology for understanding behavior are put into practice. Some of the 
major concepts include the following:

	 1.	 Humans are socially oriented toward other people.
	 2.	 Behavior is goal directed (i.e., purposive and useful to the indi-

vidual) even if the behavior is not acceptable to others).
	 3.	 Individuals are self-determining (i.e., develop their own unique, 

private logic about life, themselves, and other people).
	 4.	 Emotions are tools that one uses to achieve goals.
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	 5.	 Individuals can change their behavior whenever they perceive it 
as useful to them.

	 6.	 Whenever people “misbehave,” they do so out of discouragement 
(i.e., lacking confidence first in themselves and second in others to 
be positive toward them).

Using these assumptions, one can recognize that understanding 
behavior means understanding motivation, understanding goals, and 
understanding one’s intentions. Motivation, goals, and intentions can 
be changed. Therefore, this is a very optimistic, encouraging outlook to 
understanding how one can help people of all ages. Young people tend 
to be more flexible, open, and amenable to change. Using this knowledge 
can help you anticipate discouragement and actually avoid the misbehav-
ior that often follows.

Another aspect to this approach concerns how one develops a private 
logic that guides one through life. Family including extended family mem-
bers, influence individuals’ notions about life, others, and themselves. Adler 
noted that the person who influences another most generally is the sibling 
who is closest in age but most different. You have been learning about the 
five ordinal positions in the family (oldest, second, middle, youngest, and 
only child). This exercise is designed to help you explore these concepts in 
relation to yourself and your siblings (brothers and sisters). Parents, fam-
ily values, and conflict resolution also influence one’s development. One’s 
earliest recollections also help reveal how one perceives life. Data used here 
will be limited, but not so much so that you cannot test the general concept 
of sibling influence and one’s desire to be unique in some respect within 
the family group.

1.	A.	 Listing Siblings
		�  List all siblings in descending order (including yourself). Place 

your age next to your name and then indicate the years difference 
in age with a + or – for each of your brothers or sisters.

Name Age (+ or –) Comments
Siblings: 1. (Oldest) ___________________________________

2. __________________________________________
3. __________________________________________
4. __________________________________________
5. __________________________________________
6. __________________________________________

	 B.	 Description of Siblings
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		R  ecord your descriptions as you remember your siblings when 
you were a child of 6 to 8 years of age or younger.

	 1.	 Who was most different from you? _____________________

		  In what respects? (If you are an only child, then compare 
yourself to others in general.) __________________________

_ _________________________________________________

	 2.	 Who was most like you? ______________________________

		  In what respect?_____________________________________

_ _________________________________________________

	 3.	 What kind of kid were you? _ __________________________

_ _________________________________________________

	 4.	 Describe other siblings: ______________________________

_ _________________________________________________
	 C.	R atings of Attributes
		  For each of the following attributes, place in the column the name 

or initial for yourself or a sibling you believe was the “highest” and 
who was the “lowest” for the respective attribute. If you were nei-
ther “highest” nor “lowest,” place your name or initial in the cen-
ter column and draw an arrow to indicate whom you were most 
like.

Example: sad Highest Bob
Most Like Me 

→ Lowest Jane

1. Intelligence __________ __________ __________
2. Hardest worker __________ __________ __________

Highest Most Like Lowest

3. Best grades in school __________ __________ __________
4. Helping around the house __________ __________ __________
5. Conforming __________ __________ __________
6. Rebellious __________ __________ __________
7. Trying to please __________ __________ __________
8. Critical of others __________ __________ __________
9. Considerate __________ __________ __________

10. Selfish __________ __________ __________
11. Having own way __________ __________ __________
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12. Sensitive—easily hurt __________ __________ __________
13. Bossy __________ __________ __________
14. Temper tantrum __________ __________ __________
15. Sense of humor __________ __________ __________
16. Idealistic __________ __________ __________
17. Materialistic __________ __________ __________
18. High moral standards __________ __________ __________
19. Most athletic __________ __________ __________
20. Most artistic __________ __________ __________
21. Strongest __________ __________ __________
22. Tallest __________ __________ __________
23. Prettiest __________ __________ __________
24. Feminine __________ __________ __________
25. Masculine __________ __________ __________

	 D.	R elationships of Siblings
	 1.	 Who took care of whom? _____________________________

_ _________________________________________________

	 2.	 Who played with whom? _ ____________________________
_ _________________________________________________

	 3.	 Who got along best with whom? _ ______________________
_ _________________________________________________

	 4.	 Who fought most with whom? _________________________
_ _________________________________________________

	 E.	 Grouping
		  Using the previous data plus anything else you can recall from your 

childhood, compile characteristics for you and your siblings.

Note: �In large families or in families that have children 6 or more 
years apart, you may have more than one oldest or young-
est child or two or more only children (e.g., Bob, 18, and 
Mary, 8, equals two only children). Therefore, consider only 
siblings who are 6 years or closer in age to you to decide 
positions.

Siblings Characteristics Compiled

Oldest _________________________________________
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_________________________________________

Second _________________________________________

_________________________________________

Middle _________________________________________

_________________________________________

Youngest _________________________________________

_________________________________________

Only (me) _________________________________________

_________________________________________

Others (close cousin, 
friend, or children in 
general at that time)

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

	 F.	 Discussion
Discuss as a group or with an interested friend the following:

The extent to which you see a pattern of similarities and differ-•	
ences among children.
To what extent is the oldest, youngest, and so forth similar to •	
the descriptions that you found in the readings, even though 
you and your siblings have matured?
Can you remember incidents in your childhood that reveal •	
influences each had on the other?
Can you remember when you decided to stop being the “boss,” •	
the “responsible one,” the “baby,” the “judge,” or whatever, 
within your family?

	 G.	 Final Notes
		  The significance of this exercise is that it can reveal that all people 

want to have a place in every social situation important to them. 
Belonging, being secure, and feeling cared about are all signs of 
this inclination.

			   People bring notions to school and work about what they have 
to do to belong. Some expect to cooperate, others do not. Through 
encouragement and use of other specific methods and techniques, 
counselors can help all people learn to like themselves better 
and enjoy being cooperative and responsible members of their 
community.
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6Chapter 

Adlerian Counseling and 
Psychotherapy Practice

For the purposes of this chapter, a distinction between Adlerian counsel-
ing and psychotherapy will be made on the basis of lifestyle and behav-
ior change. Adlerians note that the lifestyle of the individual is a unique, 
unconscious, cognitive “map” that facilitates his or her movement through 
life. Lifestyle is a unifying set of convictions that permit the individual to 
evaluate, manage, and predict events within his or her experience. Within 
one’s lifestyle is a combination of beliefs about self, others, and the world 
on which his or her expectations are based. These self-determined notions 
become the source of direction and movement toward which the individ-
ual establishes his or her place in the world.

Within each individual’s lifestyle is latitude for behavioral choice 
(i.e., one’s convictions may result in a variety of behaviors). For example, 
the belief that “only a real man can cope with life’s challenges” may result 
in a vocational choice as military officer, mountain climber, astronaut, or 
particularly if combined with “I am only an ordinary man,” defeated drop-
out, submissive husband, or philandering gigolo. The potential for pursu-
ing socially useful or useless life activities exists within the same lifestyle.

The distinction between counseling and psychotherapy processes can be 
made in relation to the goals of each (Dreikurs, 1967). In the case of coun-
seling, behavior change within the existing lifestyle is the goal. In psycho
therapy, a change in lifestyle is the desired outcome, making one’s place in a 
new way with corresponding attitudes, emotions, and behaviors. In other 
words, when an Adlerian thinks of successful psychotherapy, there is a 
fundamental reorientation to the way one thinks and goes about making 
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a place and meeting life’s tasks. Practitioners think about first- and second-
order changes in much the same manner.

More commonly, first-order change results in more adaptive behavior 
based upon learning new behaviors, such as socially appropriate ways to win 
cooperation from others or how to encourage without expectation of extrin-
sic reward. Although these can be construed as a moot point for distinguish-
ing between two processes, considering the differences is valid. Granted that 
changes in attitude can result in changes in behavior and vice versa, usually 
counselors, teachers, social workers, or related community specialists will 
not have the training, experience, or time required to use lifestyle analysis 
and intervention successfully for significant changes in the lifestyle, per se. 
Second-order change is the desired outcome of psychotherapy, i.e., funda-
mental change in how one makes their place among others.

Attitude changes result in behavioral changes.

As will be illustrated later in this chapter and in Chapters 9 and 11, 
successful use of basic educative Adlerian methods and techniques to help 
influence behavior change does not require graduate training in education 
or psychology. The counseling and consultation methods and techniques 
have been tested many times with much success by practitioners who, in 
addition to their professional training, know and use Adlerian psychology.

Success in psychotherapy by Adlerians, however, requires motivation 
modification. Dreikurs (1963) stated that:

We do not attempt primarily to change behavior patterns or remove 
symptoms. If a patient improves his behavior because he finds it prof-
itable at the time, without changing his basic premises, then we do 
not consider that as a therapeutic success. We are trying to change 
goals, concepts, and notions. (p. 1046)

I have experienced instances in which this distinction was clearly justi-
fied. An illustration of this may be found in the lifestyles of some individu-
als in the helping-related professions. The motivation for some individuals’ 
being a “helper” is intimately intertwined with their concept of self-worth 
and justification for a place in the social world. When unsuccessful as a 
helper or when they receive no signs of appreciation for being helpful, per-
sistent discouragement and disappointment develop. A change in behavior 
is not necessary, but an examination of why they wished to help is under-
taken to determine how such notions were self-defeating.

Individuals who seek counseling, for example, often have hidden goals, 
such as to prove that they are beyond help, that their situations are hopeless. 
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To defeat the counselor is unconsciously a sign of success. The counselor 
who believes that he or she must be successful to maintain his or her self-
esteem is already at a disadvantage when the interview begins. Counselors 
aware of their own motivation, then, can help themselves anticipate poten-
tial pitfalls as helpers. A change in lifestyle per se is not necessary in these 
cases, but the confrontation with clients’ own mistaken notions facilitates 
a freeing of counselors from feeling defeated or inadequate as persons.

Many youngsters strive daily to please their parents, teachers, and oth-
ers. They are rewarded for being “good” children. Although a change in 
behavior may not be necessary, the motivation for doing well deserves seri-
ous examination. The child striving for perfection is a discouraged person 
whose goal can never be attained. Encouragement for simply participating 
in life, including acceptance of their mistakes, could be one objective for 
helping such youngsters.

On the other hand, changes in behavior can open new alternatives to 
behavior and attitude change. For example, the counselor’s knowledge of 
the goals of disruptive behavior can help to suggest alternative behaviors to 
the youngsters without conducting a lifestyle analysis. Similarly, Dreikurs’ 
(1971) four steps for problem solving can be implemented in establishing 
a new agreement between marriage partners without changing basic life 
goals. Therefore, for the purposes of this chapter, Adlerian counseling will 
be defined to include those methods and techniques used within the helping 
relationship that encourage situational, attitude, and/or behavior changes 
that free the individual to function more fully as a self-determining, creative, 
and responsible equal within his or her environment. The methods used in 
counseling are essentially the same as those used in psychotherapy; the dis-
tinction between the uses of the terms, therefore, relates to the outcomes.

Psychotherapy, however, will address the methods designed to create 
the opportunities for fundamental life motivation modification. The rai-
son d’etre for making one’s place in this way or that is the focus and hope 
for change. Adlerians enter both processes from a fundamentally similar 
approach that is built upon encouragement.

Stages of Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy

The assumption is made that counseling will be with individuals who are 
seeking assistance with concerns of an immediate social nature. Assistance 
will be more preventative and educative in orientation rather than psy-
chotherapeutic, therapy being more corrective and remedial in the sense 
that discouragement is noticeably pervasive and persistent, suggesting a 
need for reorientation of the individual’s characteristic goals in movement 
through life (lifestyle). The stages of intervention for both processes are 
alike, however.
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The stages are as follows: (a) relationship, (b) psychological investiga-
tion, (c) interpretation, and (d) reorientation. Each of these stages is illu-
minated in other chapters as they relate to other methods and aspects of 
this approach. What follows is a brief exposition of these stages as they 
relate specifically to work with individuals or groups. Incorporated into 
this process is the work of Ivey’s Developmental Counseling and Therapy 
(DCT) as it relates to the investigation and interpretation stages in particu-
lar because I have found in practice they facilitate greater opportunity for 
abreaction and both first- and second-order change. (Ivey, Ivey, Myers, & 
Sweeney, 2005).

Relationship
A hallmark of the Adlerian relationship is its equalitarian quality. Adlerian 
counselors, while actively using their knowledge and experience to help 
others, also maintain respect for the individual’s capabilities and power to 
make independent choices. They tend to assume that their counselees are 
capable of finding satisfactory alternatives to old predicaments if they are 
freed of some faulty notions. The counselor, therefore, is likely to dispel 
any notions of superiority by showing a genuine, nonpossessive caring for 
the individual, not unlike that of a friend.

Early in the conference the counselor will invite the individual to dis-
cuss his or her reasons for seeking assistance. A question that will be asked 
at some point during this period is, “How would life be different for you 
if this problem did not persist?” Other variations on this question include, 
“What would you be doing now?” or “What could you do that you cannot 
do now if there were not a problem?” The significance of these questions 
has to do with whether or not the counselee is avoiding some basic life 
tasks by having a “problem.”

Dreikurs (1967) noted, for example, that there are occasions when an 
individual may have a medically related problem unknown to the coun-
selee or even his or her physician. Nonmedical personnel are obviously 
not qualified to practice medicine. When asked, “What would be differ-
ent in your life or what could you do that you can’t do now if your prob-
lem was removed or resolved?” some individuals simply say, “Nothing, 
except I wouldn’t have these headaches,” or “I’d be rid of these backaches!” 
Adlerians have asked such people to pursue medical evaluation before 
pursuing counseling in depth. On more than one occasion, the physicians 
inquired as to how the counselor knew that there was a physical problem 
when initial tests or a routine physical had not revealed it. Simply stated, 
when basic life tasks are being met adequately, then counseling or therapy 
probably is not necessary.

I once saw a man who was seeking assistance related to his desire for 
food. He reported an almost insatiable appetite. When I observed that his 
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weight seemed quite satisfactory, he indicated that this was true because of 
great restraint and careful selection of food. He had been quite overweight 
at one time but overcame this condition after he became convinced it was 
unhealthy and unsightly. He had been examined by a physician but the 
advice he received was to seek professional counseling.

When he enumerated that he had consumed four steaks, a whole 
chicken, two fish fillets, salad, potato, and bread without feeling satis-
fied, I, too, was impressed! Exploring his work and personal relationships 
revealed no apparent problems. He was a willing and open counselee who 
showed a sense of humor even in the face of his predicament.

Further discussion of bothersome behavior revealed a tendency to nap at 
inappropriate times including while driving! My subsequent consultation 
with two physicians revealed no known condition that would contribute 
to these behaviors. Convinced that more medical evaluation was needed, I 
strongly recommended attention by specialists at a clinic or hospital with 
the resources required to evaluate his condition thoroughly. After three 
days of clinical evaluation, the counselee was diagnosed with a relatively 
rare condition known as narcolepsy. The counselee’s relief and acceptance 
of the physician’s recommendations were gratifying.

In another instance, a mother reported concern for her child who 
seemed to inflict injury upon himself through carelessness. Both parents 
reported great concern to the child’s pediatrician. Accustomed to over
indulgent parents, he chided them and recommended that they seek coun-
seling. After talking with them and their children, I observed some of the 
unnecessary parental overindulgence but met two generally happy, coop-
erative preschoolers.

On following the family to their car, I noted that the child had difficulty 
negotiating the steps to the parking area. At first I wondered if there might 
be a vision problem. I suggested that the parents seek further medical con-
sultation. Through follow-up, it was later determined that the youngster 
had a neurological disease, rare but insidious in its damage to the child’s 
coordination. The parents, indeed, had good reason to be concerned.

Teachers and parents also should be alert to problems that may be responses 
to undiscovered difficulties with eyesight, hearing, teeth, diet, insufficient rest, 
and such. Physical growth during early adolescence also can be especially 
stressful for youngsters. Adlerians are watchful of similar circumstances that 
might be helped more effectively by means other than counseling.

Chapter 1 presented a discussion and a graphic illustration of the differ-
ence between low and high social interest (i.e., characteristic differences of 
movement through life). Adlerians believe low social interest is evidence 
of a lack of self-confidence and esteem. Behavioral evidences of low social 
interest can be detected in persistent blaming, complaining, excuses, fears, 
and disability reports.
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If the counselor perceives the counselee as using one or more of these 
as a means of avoiding responsibility for his or her role in life situations, 
encouragement will be all the more important to the total process. Dreikurs 
indicated that whenever a person uses these tactics to cope with life, that 
person is preparing not to cooperate. Dreikurs’ observation can be equally 
true for the counseling process unless the counselor is aware of the here-
and-now aspects of the counseling relationship.

Counseling requires cooperation to work toward common goals. 
Adlerians establish agreements concerning the goals of counseling and 
psychotherapy. An understanding of what the individual hopes to attain 
is established, including some indication of his or her expectations for 
the counselor’s role. While Adlerians tend to be active participants in the 
counseling process, they are careful to ensure that realistic expectations 
are established. They will assure the individual of their interest and com-
mitment to use their knowledge and skill for the individual’s benefit. 
Success, however, requires an equal willingness by the counselee. Rapport, 
therefore, is established and nurtured throughout the counseling relation-
ship on the basis of mutual respect, cooperation, and desire to achieve 
agreed upon goals. Throughout the counseling process, encouragement is 
a central ingredient to building and sustaining the relationship.

Psychological Investigation
The second stage, psychological investigation of the process, will vary 
according to the nature of the presenting problem, the counselor’s knowl-
edge of the counselee prior to seeking counseling, and availability of data 
from such sources as psychological inventories, tests, case histories, family, 
and so forth.

What the counselor attempts to do during this stage is understand the 
streams of conscious and not-so-conscious thoughts that guide individuals 
in understanding, predicting, and attempting to manage their environment. 
This is a nonjudgmental activity. You are formulating a type of word picture 
of the individuals’ movement through life. They are active participants in 
this process. It is somewhat analogous to painting an individual’s portrait, 
with one important distinction: the portrait is not static. This aspect of 
movement can elude the counselor new to this method. Everyone is drawn 
to their goals and everything they do is movement toward them no matter 
how obscure they may be to others. The Adlerian sees not just behavior but 
its expected outcome or purpose to the individual as most important.

Individuals respond somewhat differently behaviorally to the same 
convictions in their private logic when confronted with different environ-
mental conditions. For example, concern with appearing foolish before 
others may evoke shy, retiring behavior in one situation and appearance 
of sophistication in another from the same individual. The ability to laugh 
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at one’s predicaments and not be impressed with situations that cannot be 
controlled could be a desirable goal with such individuals. For the coun-
selor to understand the movement toward a goal (e.g., to be in control or 
to avoid participation) is to begin addressing the underlying issues rather 
than symptoms of them.

Lifestyle assessment is one means of achieving a gestalt or holistic view 
of the individual’s movement. Private logic is uncovered by self-disclosure 
and personal validation of the construct by the counselee. By this time, 
rapport is based solidly on respect, understanding, and caring.

My personal innovation on the traditional Adlerian process is the incor-
poration of Ivey’s DCT assessment techniques into this and other stages 
of counseling where appropriate (Sweeney, Myers, & Stephan, 2006). Ivey 
(Ivey et al., 2005) has created a systematic approach to involving counselees 
in a discovery of what he calls their cognitive-developmental functioning. 
He has drawn on the work of Piaget (1963, 1965), the Swiss epistemologist, 
psychologist, and biologist, and others who have extended study beyond 
childhood to adolescence and adulthood.

Ivey’s basic position is that whether child, adolescent, or adult, we 
metaphorically repeat the well-known developmental stages of sensorimo-
tor, concrete, formal, and postformal operations again and again. Piaget 
believed that human development required moving from basic to higher, 
more complex forms of thinking. Ivey, on the other hand, believes that what 
is called higher levels of abstract thinking is essential to cognitive abilities 
but not sufficient. He holds to a multiperspective processing of experiences 
through thought, stressing that there is as much value in experiencing the 
world directly at the sensorimotor level as at the most complex, abstract 
levels. Each style is an alternative perspective that is as valuable as all oth-
ers. However, similar to Piaget, Ivey recognized that not all individuals will 
be able to function in all of the cognitive styles, notably those requiring for-
mal and postformal thought processes (Ivey et al., 2005). Equally impor-
tant, at any given time each of us has a “block” in one or more of these 
levels that makes solving our life predicaments more difficult. Working 
through or around these blocks can be the work of counseling.

Like the Adlerian approach, DCT is very compatible from a multicul-
tural perspective. Each affirms the cultural, ethnic, racial, gender, and 
diversity values of the counselee including their identity within their pri-
mary sociological groups. Each also emphasizes the importance of the 
counselee’s meaning attributed to prior experience as a source of under-
standing present and, if unexamined, likely future behavior. What DCT 
offers to the traditional Adlerian assessment is a means to determine and 
match the counselee’s functional level for both rapport and facilitating 
change. In addition, when used properly, it can accelerate the emotional 
involvement of the counselee in the process of change (abreaction).
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As will be seen in the illustrations below, as counselors we can enhance 
our effectiveness by systematically assessing the counselees’ current pre-
dominant level of functioning and take this into account as we dialogue 
with them. Rather than the counselee having to acquire the language and 
developmental level of the counselor, the counselor deliberately attempts 
to match the counselee’s. This becomes another tool in employing accurate 
empathy. If this is done, there is a greater likelihood that the counselee will 
benefit from the counseling. The counselor may then assist the counselee 
to learn new levels of functioning by deliberately mismatching the level at 
which a “block” exists. For example, with an inability to express feelings 
(sensorimotor block), utilize gestalt techniques that help the counselee to 
safely and incrementally experience here-and-now feelings.

What follows is a brief outline of concepts and steps in a DCT assess-
ment. They include representative kinds of questions that one can use to 
conduct such an assessment.

DCT Assessment Strategy. The process is one of co-construction, 
much like the process of collecting lifestyle information. The counselor is 
to listen to the language of the counselee in terms of content and process. 
Likewise, the counselor is attempting to hear, see, and feel the descriptions 
of the counselee as though experiencing them him or herself. A technique 
that I have found particularly unique and effective is repeating the coun-
selee’s verbatim descriptions in the present tense. I make a point of letting 
them know that I will do this to help them enter and stay in the experience 
that they are describing. This has been particularly effective with early rec-
ollections. Contrary to what one might expect, counselees find hearing the 
recollections or experiences retold reassuring and in my experience, this 
promotes therapeutic abreaction. The following statements represent some 
of the concepts descriptive of each of the levels. As the counselee describes 
his or her concerns, the counselor is listening for the predominant themes 
in their level of development.

Cognitive-Developmental Level

I. Sensorimotor Experiences life directly in the immediate here and now; may be 
enmeshed in what they directly hear, see, smell, taste and feel.

II. Concrete 
operational

Describes events in great detail; “this happened … then this …”; 
concern is with action and objective, observable events; may be 
able to establish cause and effect—if/then—thought patterns.

III. Formal 
operational

Likes to think about themselves and their personal patterns of 
thinking and feeling; able to look at problems at a distance but 
may not feel in the here and now.

IV. Dialectic/
systemic

Capable of multiple perspectives; able to identify how family and 
cultural pressures affect them and their thinking processes; may 
be absence of emotional content. (Ivey et al., 2005, pp. 140–141)
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Identifying the Cognitive/Emotional Developmental Level. The first 
step in the questioning sequence is to ask, “What occurs for you when 
you focus on …” (whatever issue is a difficulty at that time). Although it 
is desirable for counselees to learn to function at all levels, most will not 
be able to. As a consequence, rapport is more easily established and sus-
tained when the counselor successfully matches the counselee’s predomi-
nate level. In addition, in times of crisis or stress, individuals experience 
blocks in their capacity to relate at one or more levels. Indeed, it is these 
very blocks to function that contribute to the nature of a crisis or impasse. 
As a consequence, by helping the counselee explore questions on the other 
levels, blocks can be overcome.

DCT Questioning Sequence Beginning With an Early Recollection

Sensorimotor Questions
Can you recall in your mind a specific early recollection? What are 
you Seeing? Hearing? Smelling? Tasting? Feeling? Is there a place in 
your body where you particularly feel these sensations are located? 
The sensations and feelings and locating where they are being expe-
rienced in the body are essential to success in subsequent processing; 
that is, where the memory is embedded physically (solar plexus, stom-
ach, heart, back, neck, goose bumps on arms, etc). Once the embedded 
feelings have been identified, this leads to the concrete operational 
assessment when another, perhaps more recent event occurred.

Concrete Questions
Have you ever had that feeling since (or on another occasion)? Will 
you please tell me about that one as well? or Could you give me 
another example of when you felt this way? Describe what specifically 
happened.

The concrete operational style includes the ability to associate 
life experiences in a linear, specific manner (“When she said this, I 
said …”).

Some individuals are so concrete that helpers get lost trying to 
understand their predicaments. Other individuals have such undiffer-
entiated cognitive processing that they have difficulty understanding 
why life “treats” them the way it does. Focusing techniques, summa-
rizations, and restatements are helpful in keeping these counselees 
on track. This leads to helping the counselee process these events for 
life’s rules and expectations.

Formal Questions
The formal operational style involves connecting life experiences into 
themes and associations that permit analysis, synthesis, and insight; 
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for example, when consequences are the result of poor decision mak-
ing. While a childhood experience may not seem related to an adult’s 
present predicament, the rules and expectations for life have early 
origins and they are most often accepted as fact without reexamina-
tion unless guided through a process, such as the DCT assessment 
or lifestyle assessment. Clinicians often prefer formal operationally 
competent counselees because that tends to be the clinicians’ pre-
ferred style to process their own life experiences.

Once the second event has been clearly described or as nearly so as 
the counselee can do so, the helper summarizes the two events in the 
present tense including as many verbatim details as can be used and 
then asks something like the following:

We have here two events, both involve this feeling (describe). What 
do they seem to have in common otherwise? Do you see any similari-
ties in them? What themes do these suggest in how you approach such 
situations that you describe? Can that approach be summarized into 
a rule that you usually follow? (For example, when I think I have been 
treated unfairly, I get very angry).

Dialectic/Systemic/Integrative Questions
The dialectic style permits one to empathize, understand, and analyze 
differing points of view, their origin, and relative merits. The capac-
ity to reconcile differences with others in life often rests with this 
style. Likewise, creating a better future for oneself requires seeing 
possibilities not seen or valued before. The transition to the dialec-
tic style assessment after uncovering the counselee’s “rules” begins 
with questions such as, Where did these life rules come from and are 
they good rules? How do they affect others in your life? How do you 
put together or organize all that we’ve been talking about? How might 
your thoughts and feelings about the concern have taken form in your 
family of origin? How do you see sex stereotyping and/or multicultural 
issues influencing your thoughts or feelings about the concern? How 
could we describe this from the point of view of some other person or 
using another frame of reference?

All of these styles help us to live life successfully. When we have a block 
or incapacity to utilize one or more of these developmental cognitive emo-
tional styles, however, we experience distress. From an Adlerian perspec-
tive, the DCT assessment process can be used to discuss and process life 
challenges, process and understand early recollections, and reveal aspects of 
one’s lifestyle. The cognitive developmental assessment facilitates not only 
the process of uncovering unconscious rules about life, self, and others, but 
efficiently determining what types of interventions will be most effective in 
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the reorientation stage of counseling. Ivey et al. (2005) provided a conven
ient table of common counseling approaches and techniques that helpers 
can use to match or mismatch counselees’ styles to help promote change.

Illustrations of the DCT techniques will be found in the next section 
as well as in the Lifestyle Counseling Session Excerpts at the end of this 
chapter. Ivey (Ivey et al., 2005) provides greater elaboration and illustra-
tion of the DCT concepts and process including implications from a cross-
cultural perspective. A broader, more in-depth study of these topics will 
facilitate their use in practice.

Interpretation
The third stage, the Adlerian interpretation process, involves the use of 
tentative inferences and observations made by the clinician. Having lis-
tened to the individual discuss concerns, possibly exploring family con-
stellation and/or early recollections, uncovered rules as noted above, and 
having observed behavior in counseling and/or elsewhere, the counselor 
tentatively will offer observations that are descriptive of the individual and 
may have implications for meeting the individual’s life tasks. A narrative 
outline may be prepared by the counselor using the format suggested in 
Chapters 5 and 12.

Intuitive Guessing and the Recognition Reflex. An Adlerian contri-
bution to the process of psychological disclosure is the emphasis on what 
Dreikurs called deliberately “guessing” the purpose of an individual’s 
behavior (i.e., sharing with the individual what seems to be its value and 
outcome or consequence). Contrary to what one might expect in the way of 
resistance and denial, when such discussion is introduced properly, indi-
viduals feel relief and appreciation at being understood at a deeper level 
than is customary. Rather than a diagnosis, there is an effort to under-
stand, explain, and interpret the motivation associated with behaviors 
(i.e., the purpose and goals). The recognition reflex—a knowing smile or 
laugh, facial acknowledgment, or verbal elaboration—is used to affirm the 
accuracy of psychological hunches based on the counselee’s lifestyle infor-
mation, one’s knowledge of human motivation, and one’s intuitive sense 
of the internal dialogue used by the individual (private logic) to make a 
place among others and cope with life’s tasks. As will be illustrated in the 
following examples, this process helps to reach deeper levels of empathy 
with individuals while also helping to minimize inaccurate assumptions 
by the helper or categorizing individuals by symptoms. I also have found 
that when using the cognitive emotional assessment processing described 
above, more of my counselees enter this stage well aware of many of the 
implications of their choices without as much interpretation and illumina-
tion on my part.
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Interpretive Precautions. Before proceeding to the next aspect of the 
intervention processes, a few guidelines for the interpretive stage are needed. 
Interpretation is an intuitive, projective process based upon clinical obser-
vation and judgment. For the Adlerian practitioner, it involves a caring dis-
closure of insights that individually may seem innocuous to the individual 
until patterns and their relationship to the presenting problem become clear. 
It is confronting the dissonance in beliefs and reality that creates indecision, 
poor judgment, and dysfunctional behavior. For the counselor’s insights to 
be heard and understood, however, is only a part of the process.

The ultimate goal is for the counselee to embrace and act on the new 
insights. Often individuals will experience the “ah, hah!” experience only 
to “forget” its meaning and continue with old, self-defeating behaviors. It 
is the skilled clinician who builds on these insights to successfully move 
the individual to higher levels of readiness for change.

The following are some precautions for the interpretive stage:

	 1.	 Labeling is to be avoided; goals (purposes) of behavior are sought.
	 2.	 Encouraging the counselee to elaborate on or modify the counsel-

or’s observation is essential. Often the correct wording or phras-
ing cannot be captured accurately without assistance from the 
counselee. In other cases, they can document an observation with 
innumerable examples of how accurately it applies.

	 3.	 Be prepared to be incorrect. Respecting the counselee’s right 
to disagree is essential. Be particularly watchful of projecting 
personal biases into an observation (i.e., identifying counselor 
motives with counselee behavior).

	 4.	 Be aware of here-and-now behavior and feelings in the counsel-
ing relationship. Behavior and feelings expressed in the interview 
also reveal lifestyle data (i.e., methods of coping and goal orienta-
tion). Not infrequently, for example, the counselor can anticipate 
seductiveness, anger, or withdrawal by a counselee on the basis of 
lifestyle information taken before the interpretation.

	 5.	 Setting a tone of encouragement, including emphasis on the assets 
of the person, is an essential part of the process.

Dispelling any mystical “analyst” aura that an individual may wish to 
ascribe to this process is essential. The counselor simply helps the individ-
ual bring to consciousness the fictive (as if) notions that are used to guide 
the individual and his or her feelings in life situations. Cultural, ethnic, 
racial, and gender differences in processing at this stage are worth noting 
as well.

Cultural and Gender Considerations. Experts in multicultural studies 
note that men from dominant European cultures tend to be linear in their 
thinking processes. They tend to be outcome and achievement oriented. 
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Personal value is found through producing and productivity. Time is like a 
commodity to be used wisely. Rugged individualism and personal accom-
plishment are prized. Religion as opposed to spirituality may be the focus 
of personal value. These are not the values or orientation of many other 
cultures or many women.

Family, friends, and community are highly regarded by Native Ameri
cans, African Americans, Asian Americans, and many other cultures 
around the world. To defer to the good of the family or community in 
lieu of personal satisfaction or gain is often the first priority of such indi-
viduals. They are personally happier and healthier for doing so. Likewise, 
women will process the quality of their relationships based on interper-
sonal satisfactions, not productivity and linear logic per se, as Caucasian 
men are inclined to do in this society (Lee, 2006).

Stereotyping of any kind is to be avoided, of course, but knowledge of 
general differences allows one to be sensitive to the possibility of assum-
ing that others should meet one’s unexamined expectations. A culturally 
competent practitioner will be cautious about judging the value orienta-
tion of persons of the opposite gender or those who are sexually, racially, 
or culturally different than oneself. This is especially important when the 
counselor is of a majority gender or culture. In an earlier illustration in 
Chapter 1, Adler asked a social worker who sought his help in changing a 
young man whose sexual orientation values were opposite to hers, “And is 
he happy, would you say?” And when she answered affirmatively, he said, 
“Well, why don’t we leave him alone, eh?”

Adults. When family constellation information and recollections are 
used, such as is described in Chapter 5, this may take the form of an inter-
view in which the counselor sketches a verbal portrait of the individual. 
This summary is based on the information the individual has shared. It 
would reveal the characteristic ways in which the individual views himself 
or herself, life, and others.

The counselor may outline what he or she observes as the individual’s 
beliefs and behaviors that are assets in coping with life tasks including, for 
example, work, friendship, love, self, and spirituality. The Adlerian also 
would present mistaken and self-defeating perceptions, which if accurate, 
could contribute to problems for the individual.

Without the more detailed lifestyle information, the counselor would 
observe and listen to the counselee to derive some means of understanding 
his or her goals and reflecting these to him or her. Whatever the source of 
data, the counselor usually would present it tentatively with a phrase such 
as, “Could it be …?”

In addition to using lifestyle interpretation with individuals, the use of 
lifestyle in both premarital and marriage counseling can be very effective. 
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The very characteristics that attract individuals often lead to some of their 
later major conflicts. An example may help to illustrate.

ἀ e Case of Maria and Steve. Early in the counseling session, each 
partner observed while the other partner had his or her lifestyle devel-
oped. Each was asked what qualities or attributes particularly attracted 
them to the other. In the case of Maria and Steve, they reported that they 
were having a conflict over the husband’s work and where they would live. 
Maria indicated that her husband left all of the decisions and responsibil-
ity for the home to her even though she had a career as well. She was an 
only child who grew up in a family that she described as fun loving and 
affectionate. Steve worked long hours and seemed more concerned about 
advancement than family welfare. He was the second of two boys from a 
family with a strong work ethic. His older brother by 2 years, now a high 
school teacher, was described as able to get good grades, recognition, and 
social acceptance without great effort.

Maria was attracted to Steve because he was reliable, serious minded, 
industrious, and ambitious. He was attracted to her because he thought of 
her as more intelligent (i.e., a good decision maker, a good partner, and a 
good, fun-loving companion). Unlike some marriages, their love had not 
faltered, but their confidence was shaken by the strain of recent events 
relative to Steve’s job and moving from a house and neighborhood that 
Maria liked.

This case can help to illustrate both the Adlerian use of lifestyle data 
and DCT as a part of the interpretative stage. In this case, the counselor 
has determined that the wife, Maria, functions primarily on the senso-
rimotor cognitive-developmental level and pursues exploration of an early 
recollection with her:

Counselor:  Maria, you described an early recollection in which you were 
alone and unsure of what to do about giving up your favorite 
game to a charity at the church. Do you remember that one? 
[Maria: Oh, yes!] Think back on that moment now. Try to be 
there now. What are you seeing?

Maria:  Well, it’s a pretty blue and white box. It has a bit of texture to it and 
it feels nice to touch. I really don’t play it much because it takes 
two players and I rarely have anyone visit.

Counselor:  Do you hear any sounds? [Maria: Not really.] And how do 
you feel?

Maria:  I feel torn about keeping it ’cause it’s so pretty and when I do play, 
I enjoy it. But then again, Mother wants me to contribute to the 
church charity. [Counselor: Anything else?] Only that I feel at a 
loss about what to do.
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Counselor:  Where in your body are these feelings?
Maria:  Mmmm, well, I think, and this is going to sound funny, they are in 

my hands. I am holding the game in my hands and I don’t want 
to let go but my conscience seems to be saying that I should. Does 
that sound funny? I mean, it’s like I am sitting there alone … oh, 
no… Jiminy Cricket is here, too, on my shoulder. [Counselor: 
Oh, yes, you mentioned him in one of your other recollections. 
Are you feeling anything else?] Not that stands out.

Note: The counselor proceeds with questions on the concrete level. This 
level of DCT addresses the counselee’s ability to relate what happened and 
when in a situation. It should be noted that Ivey’s protocol at this point 
would involve asking if the counselee could think of another time when he 
or she felt this way.

Counselor:  Okay. Now let me ask you if you can think of another time 
when you felt that way? [Maria: Anytime or recently?] Well, 
anytime and recently would be okay, too.

Maria:  This is really weird! I was at the computer some time ago. Steve 
was still at work and I was typing a letter and my hands seemed 
to tighten up. [Counselor: Please continue speaking in the pres-
ent tense, just like you were a moment ago.] Okay, well, I have 
to stop for a little while and rub them. [Counselor: Tell us more 
about that.] Well, I don’t know. I am trying to catch up on corre-
spondence with a friend. She has written to see how I am doing. 
I suddenly wish Steve was here. I mean, I feel bad but I don’t 
know why.

Counselor:  And what are you doing now?
Maria:  I’m sitting here crying for no reason. I mean, this is crazy. I’m cry-

ing but I don’t know why or what to do about it.
Counselor:  Is this still like the feelings you had a few minutes ago?
Maria: Y es … yes, but now I feel sad, too. [Counselor: Uh, huh, and?] And 

I wish someone was here with me; I mean, it’s silly, but I feel so 
alone, like I’m losing something.

Counselor:  Losing something like?
Maria:  [Maria looks down and continues to cry softly.] I don’t know.
Counselor:  Maria, is Jiminy Cricket here? [Maria: Yes.] And what is he saying?
Maria:  He says that I know what’s bothering me. [Counselor: And?] If I’m 

unhappy, it’s up to me to do something about it. [Counselor: 
And what would that be?] What’s right. I mean, what will do the 
greatest good for me and Steve.
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Note: At this point the counselor decides to see if Maria can conceptually 
relate at the formal-operational level with this issue and to discern patterns 
in her experiencing that may help her gain insights for the future.

Counselor:  Is there any similarity between these two events? I mean any 
patterns within them for you?

Maria:  Well, I guess that I’m undecided about something in both situ-
ations. I feel a lot of responsibility for doing the “right” thing. 
[Counselor: Anything else?] Hmmm, yes, I feel alone. I wish 
someone would help me.

Note: At this point the counselor decides to see if Maria can conceptually 
relate at the DCT level of dialectic/systemic.

Counselor:  Could it be, too, that you feel really bad, even guilty, when you 
are wanting to do what might make you feel good and Jiminy 
Cricket says, that’s not right? [Maria looks up and gives a small 
smile and nod, yes.] Where do you think that feeling comes 
from?

Maria:  I guess Mother. She always said that a woman’s job was to do what 
was right for the family. She always made sacrifices for Papa and 
me. [Counselor: And what does that have to do with you today?] 
Well, I guess that I feel I should be the same way.

Counselor:  And you if you aren’t? [Maria starts to cry again.]
Maria:  It means that I’m selfish … that I’m not a good wife and mother.
Counselor:  So whenever there’s a decision to be made, it’s your job, even 

obligation to do what’s best for others, even if it makes you 
unhappy, and you feel so alone at those times. [Maria nods and 
smiles even as she wipes a tear.]

Note: The counselor invites Steve to respond.

Counselor:  Steve, I think Maria may be wondering what you are feeling 
right now, too.

Steve:  I had no idea how she felt. I mean I knew that she got upset but I 
never understood why she’d cry over some of the things that she 
did. I didn’t mean to hurt you, Maria, I just didn’t know what 
to do.

The process of counseling continued, with both Maria and Steve gain-
ing insights and a feeling for needs being expressed by Maria for more than 
simple reassurances so often given by him in the past. Maria was afraid 
to express her needs for fear of rejection and her unique (although not 
uncommon) set of convictions that she would be a bad partner and mother 
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if she did. Steve’s drive to be successful was discerned to be a compensa-
tion for the competition he had felt with his older brother. Maria and Steve 
each had sought a person as a companion who seemed to complement 
their needs. Maria had compensated for her hesitancy in new situations 
by developing a confident appearance that others assumed was based on 
genuinely felt, positive self-esteem.

Maria wanted a co-partner much as she had experienced between her 
parents, but more important, a friend in whom to confide and share deci-
sions. Steve, on the other hand, thought he had a partner who did not 
need his help. Through a process of dialogue and exploration, each had an 
opportunity to help the other. This, of course, increases intimacy and trust 
as well.

Although both the early recollections and DCT questions uncovered 
similar patterns, each offers complementary strategies for assisting the 
counselee. The “rules of life” that all people create early in life are easily 
uncovered with lifestyle analysis. Likewise, DCT helps to bring the here 
and now into sharp focus and adds the dimension of using the various 
operational levels as a means of both more effective communication and 
potential intervention.

Older Adults. A variety of researchers have obtained positive outcomes 
in investigations of structured reminiscing in relationship to life satisfac-
tion and ego integrity among older persons. It has proven to be effective 
for stimulating cognitive functioning and for improving relationships 
between staff and residents of long-term care facilities. Life review also has 
been found to be an effective therapy with depressed individuals for whom 
meaninglessness in life was a central problem. Some researchers, how-
ever, reported negative and/or conflicting results using life review therapy 
approaches, especially with depressed persons.

Perhaps even more significant is the finding that marked negative affect 
can occur during the course of the life review process. This may be accom-
panied by heightened levels of anxiety that do not diminish until near 
completion of the review process, if at all. As described in the literature, 
this process may be lengthy, leaving the older person in a depressed state 
for varying amounts of time, and perhaps permanently in the absence of 
professional intervention. This should not be the case from an Adlerian 
perspective.

Encouragement is used by Adlerians as the central concept to bring 
about change. Courage to be imperfect, courage to forgive ones’ self and 
others, courage to act even when one is very afraid, courage to do that 
which is no longer easy, and courage to make the very best of whatever 
situation develops, are the basis for counseling. Adler believed that feelings 
of inferiority were a part of the human condition. How individuals cope 
with these feelings of inadequacy is reflected in their approach to life.
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As noted earlier, the expert counselor can diagnose the degree of dis-
couragement by the prevalence and persistence of reports of fears, excuses, 
complaining, blaming, criticizing, and disability. Some persons would 
contend that such behaviors are “normal” for “old” people. Although aging 
does indeed bring many challenges, and any person who loses a loved one, 
for example, will experience grief and all of its ramifications, it is still a mat-
ter of degree as to how well different individuals handle similar situations.

These differences can be uncovered, for example, through the use of 
early recollections. Adler noted, “Thus his memories represent his (Story 
of My Life); a story he repeats to himself to warn him or to comfort him, 
to keep him concentrated on his goal, to prepare him, by means of past 
experiences, to meet the future with an already tested style of action” 
(Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1967, p. 351).

ἀ e Case of Ms. Sullivan. One case comes to mind of a widow, 
Ms. Sullivan (age 67), who was having adjustment problems in a seniors 
living community. This particular woman had lost her husband the year 
before due to an unexpected heart attack. She had appeared to have coped 
quite satisfactorily but was urged by her daughter, who lived in an adjacent 
state, to sell her home and move into a senior citizens’ apartment com-
plex. She agreed to this arrangement at the time but never seemed entirely 
accepting of it. The woman who was administrator of the apartment com-
plex made friendly overtures to Ms. Sullivan but without much success; 
Ms. Sullivan was cordial but distant toward the administrator.

As time went on, other residents who came to know Ms. Sullivan 
expressed concern about the strong angry feelings she had toward her 
daughter. Her son lived in California and was seen only at the time of the 
funeral for his father. The daughter had made more than a few efforts to 
visit her mother but seemed to have stopped trying of late. Those closest 
to her found it difficult to confront her because she would say things like, 
“Don’t be silly, I can take care of myself just fine!” Nevertheless, these folks 
did not believe that she was adapting well to her new circumstances.

Because of persistent headaches, Ms. Sullivan sought a prescription 
from her physician. Fortunately, he had known her for several years and 
recognized signs of depression during his time with her. At his insistence, 
she agreed to talk with someone to help her sort out her feelings and priori-
ties now that she’s a widow.

On meeting with Ms. Sullivan, the counselor found a pleasant, articu-
late lady who seemed quite self-sufficient in outlook and manner. When 
asked how life would be different if she did not get headaches, she stated 
that maybe she could be a bit more sociable with other residents. She later 
expressed disappointment with her relationship with her daughter as well. 
After a period of general discussion about her husband’s death, adjustments 
since then, relationships with other family members, and similar matters, 
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the idea of lifestyle was introduced to Ms. Sullivan. She agreed quite read-
ily to using this as a means of helping the counselor to know her better.

The lifestyle assessment, involving all the data about early relationships 
including siblings, parents, and so forth, and five or six early recollections, 
was developed into a kind of verbal narrative, focusing on Ms. Sullivan’s way 
of coping with work, friendship, and love relationships. Because the process 
of collecting lifestyle information lends itself to rapport-building and further 
information about current life coping, this is a positive empathic experience 
for the counselee. This is also an opportunity for reflection and corroborat-
ing or refuting impressions that the counselor has begun to formulate.

Ms. Sullivan recounted the following experience from when she was 
5 years old. It helps to illustrate the richness of information that even one 
recollection holds.

I recall my mother getting ready to set out on our front porch, some 
of my dresses that were old and no longer fit. One of the dresses was 
my very favorite. I can remember my grandmother at the top of the 
stairs, my mother walking halfway down the stairs, and I was at the 
bottom of the stairs. I was begging my mother not to give away my 
favorite dress. She was telling me to stop making a fuss and being so 
silly and my grandmother saying soothing things to me.

I hated both my grandmother and mother at the same time; 
my mother for giving away the dress and saying I was silly, and my 
grandmother for trying to make me feel better about the situation.

This recollection provides the counselor with an opportunity to hypoth-
esize about Ms. Sullivan’s outlook on life, herself, and other women. As a 
matter of practice, the counselee should also be asked to report the feelings 
associated with such an experience. Ms. Sullivan noted:

I was angry at Mother and Grandmother. I felt I was a baby and kept 
telling myself as I cried to stop and be intelligent about all this. If I 
act like a baby my mother will really not take me serious. I also was 
angry at my grandmother because I felt I did not need to be taken 
care of.

One might hypothesize the following:

I should be able to have my own way.
When I don’t get my way, I have a right to throw a fit!
I don’t like other women trying to talk down to me.
When I’m mad, don’t try to patronize me!
I expect to be taken seriously and not be treated as “silly.”
I don’t like feeling that I’m not in control.
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All such statements are treated as tentative. They may be discarded, 
modified, or accepted in part or whole depending on Ms. Sullivan’s 
responses and affirmations. The counselor begins to guess the private logic 
that discloses the goals of the person; in this case, to be taken seriously, 
to have her way with life, and to be in control. One might guess further 
that her relationships with women, especially with women in authority, 
are somewhat contentious at times of crises or stress. The transitions to 
widowhood and from independent living to community living certainly 
constitute times of stress.

Ms. Sullivan acknowledged that for her, not feeling “on top” and in con-
trol of herself was very disquieting. Further, she recognized her pattern of 
being put off by anyone (but particularly women) who tried to “coddle” 
her. She was confronted by the counselor with the observation that “it 
could be” she was behaving toward her daughter exactly the way she had 
perceived her mother behaving toward her. This had never occurred to her 
before now. She reflected on this for some time and concluded that, indeed, 
she was probably more faithfully following that pattern than her mother 
had! On a subsequent visit her daughter joined her. They were both desir-
ous of improving their relationship while there was still time.

For someone not trained in Adlerian methods or aware of the implica-
tions of early recollections, such a report may seem interesting but incon-
sequential. In point of fact, when Ms. Sullivan was given the opportunity 
to discuss its meaning for her, she reported that it helped her rethink her 
position on some matters of much importance to her. Certain of the insights 
also would be important to anyone attempting to help her cope with loss, 
grief, and relationships with other women in her later years. What caused 
her stress and how she coped with it was discussed. This was a give-and-
take, interactive process. It involved a positive confrontation of life issues.

A few observations about the case of Ms. Sullivan can help to illustrate 
the practical usefulness of early recollections in counseling with older per-
sons. First, even without using other lifestyle or early recollection data, one 
could guess that Ms. Sullivan may have difficulty with a woman counselor, 
unless the counselor was trained in lifestyle methods. This is based on her 
reaction to her mother and grandmother in the early recollection and the 
perception of her mother being above her. This was corroborated at least in 
part by the female administrator’s experience (potentially an authority fig-
ure) in attempting to befriend Ms. Sullivan. Also interesting to note is that 
she accepted her male physician’s advice, rebuffed the women acquain-
tances who offered similar advice based on their experience, and seemed 
unusually hard on her daughter who tried to make at least some visits. On 
the other hand, her son was not known to even make an effort to come for 
a visit, yet her attitude toward him remained essentially positive.
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No life review need end with an older person feeling depressed, defeated, 
or fearful without making an informed effort to confront the negative 
self-talk behind these feelings. The use of early recollections and lifestyle 
assessment is not a panacea for all unhappy older persons. However, they 
can be viable alternatives or supplements to present methods.

If only a single early recollection has such potential to reveal significant 
insight to an individual’s outlook on life, self, and others; how much more 
will be realized with further data, counselee behavior in the interview, and 
an opportunity to interact? The affect expressed in conjunction with the 
early recollections is always important. The feelings reveal the meaning 
attributed to the events. It is in these comments that courage is revealed as 
present or not. Life is seen as fair or unfair, safe or unsafe. Life tasks are 
accepted as a challenge to be met or avoided. Others are seen as helpful or 
threatening. Counselees perceive themselves as able or not able.

Two individuals from the same family having experienced the same event 
will assign different meaning to its significance. These perceptions of what 
happened and how they felt about it are a basis for understanding their “pri-
vate logic.” When counselors find discouraged attitudes and feelings in coun-
selees’ early recollections, it is not surprising to find evidence of it popping 
up in their day-to-day lives. Normally this reveals itself when the individual’s 
typical way of perceiving and coping is ineffective or otherwise inappropriate 
for the present circumstances. Certainly, loss of one’s spouse, friends, family, 
or home, or slowing down or loss of physical faculties will bring on a test of 
one’s ability to cope and grow in the light of new circumstances.

Using the other precepts of Adlerian psychology also will increase the worth 
of these methods. They certainly have promise for work with older persons.

Children. In the case of children, parent and teacher reports of behav-
ior can be sufficient data on which to make some guesses. In Chapter 9, the 
goals of disruptive behavior were identified. Although observation of the 
child’s behavior before counseling can be helpful, in many cases it is not 
necessary for effective counseling.

While talking with the teachers or parents, the counselor attempts to 
determine the child’s mistaken goals and to obtain specific behavioral 
instances from which these goals are derived. The counselor may use these 
mistaken goals to confirm or refute his or her hunches while talking with 
the child. The counselor begins guessing, therefore, what the child expects 
to achieve by his or her disruptive behavior in order to help him or her 
assess these goals and behaviors. To have one’s mistaken goals revealed 
can be very encouraging because what one intends to do can be voluntarily 
changed toward more mutually satisfying goals.

A major Adlerian technique can be described as facilitative confronta-
tion; that is, the counselor, in a friendly, nonpossessive way, shares what he 
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or she observes to be beliefs that the individual pursues. In working with 
children, the counselor may make a guess and facilitatively confront as 
illustrated in the following:

Counselor:  Do you know why you are here today?
Bobby:  Because I talked back to my teacher.
Counselor:  That does seem to have been a problem. Have you talked back 

to her before?
Bobby:  Sometimes.
Counselor:  Do you know why you talk back to her?
Bobby:  [Head nods, no.]
Counselor: Y ou even feel mad right now. Would you like to know why I 

think you talk back?
Bobby:  [Head nods, yes.]
Counselor:  I think you want her to know that she can’t make you do any-

thing, and that you’ll do what you want, when you want. Fellow, 
you have a lot on the ball and nobody’s going to tell you what to 
do without clearing it with you first. Could it be?

Bobby:  [Smiles and shakes head, no.]
Counselor:  Even now you’re going to show me, you won’t agree until you’re 

ready! [Bobby smiles.] Right? [Counselor smiles.]
Bobby: Y ep!

In instances such as this the counselor may wish to cite one or two more 
specific instances in which the boy has demonstrated this same goal. The 
recognition reflex, in this case a smile, is a fairly reliable behavioral clue 
that the boy’s goal is power. If the counselor is mistaken, a lack of cues will 
be evident. In some cases, a more fundamental goal may be missed and the 
counselor must be prepared to revise his or her assessment accordingly. 
Only a few types of children resist sharing the recognition signs (e.g., those 
who practice being nonexpressive and those who laugh or giggle through-
out a conference).

In cases such as this one, the counselor is not revealing so much about 
why the boy is being disruptive (what caused it) as he is revealing what 
the boy hopes to gain (his goal). The next question becomes one of how 
the boy can find his place in class without being disruptive. As will be 
seen in Chapter 9, corrective and preventative action by the teacher and 
parents can facilitate the decision by the boy to try out new behaviors. 
Adlerians believe that discouragement (i.e., lack of self-confidence) moves 
individuals against others. Therefore, punishment is not appropriate nor 
is coercion.

Although the process described in words may seem to result in authori-
tarian manipulation, quite the opposite is true in practice. Respect for the 
individual and recognition that he or she cannot be required to cooperate 
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are uppermost in the counselor’s mind. In fact, one of the most effective 
strategies in conflict resolution is offering appropriate alternative choices, 
freely made, and implemented out of the sense of respect conveyed through 
the relationship and process.

Reorientation
The final stage of an Adlerian intervention is dependent on the counselee’s 
desire to institute a change. Understanding the meaning of their behav-
iors and the goals that they pursue frees individuals to decide what other 
behaviors they might wish to try. It is at this point the counselor will say, 
“Would you like to change?” Even when the counselees say they do, the 
counselor is not too quick to proceed. With the best of intentions, not 
everyone is prepared for the commitment. As a consequence, the counselor 
may “spit in the soup” of the individual by disclosing the ease with which 
it would be possible to fall back on old thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors. 
Dreikurs referred to this as “stealing the innocence” of counselees in con-
tinuing self-defeating behaviors when their motivations are now known 
to them and the counselor. It is equally important to underscore the feel-
ings that fortify them when an incident ensues. For the counselor to main-
tain a friendly, accepting attitude and manner is critical at this juncture. 
Literally, the decision to proceed is with the counselee.

In the marriage case mentioned previously (Maria and Steve), each 
partner agreed to help the other in those areas that required encourage-
ment. The husband began participating in home-related decision making. 
Both agreed to take more interest in the responsibility that the other car-
ried outside of the home. One behavioral agreement they had established 
early in counseling was to have an uninterrupted partnership meeting for 
1 hour each week. One partner would speak for 30 minutes and then the 
other would speak for a similar period while the partner listened. They 
agreed not to speak about the topics between these meeting times but 
would alternate who had the first session each week.

Modifications of the partnership meeting develop according to the need 
and desire of couples. In the beginning, however, a specific time, place, and 
procedure are agreed to in advance. The counselor may have the couples prac-
tice this meeting technique and similar techniques in the counseling inter-
views, including role-playing, problem solving, modeling, and goal setting.

In the case of the boy talking back to the teacher, the counselor sug-
gested alternatives with the boy that he could employ with his teacher. In 
every case, the fact that the boy had alternatives and choices was clear. The 
counselor then asked the boy if he wished to change and if he would like 
to use a written plan or agreement of what his intentions were (e.g., not to 
talk back but to find other ways of expressing his feelings to the teacher). 
Whatever the arrangement, the counselor was working toward realistic 
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objectives that would greatly increase the probability of success by the 
boy.

In some cases, the time span for success may be short intervals, or only 
small changes in behavior may be attempted to constitute successful prog-
ress. Failure, per se, is minimized or eliminated by careful planning and 
patience with mistakes or lapses.

On occasion, individuals will pursue self-defeating behaviors that seem 
resistant to change. Using “common sense,” one would conclude that such 
behavior is illogical, useless, and clearly in need of remediation. Drawing 
on the private logic of the individual, however, reveals a rationale and pur-
pose to which the individual adheres without serious question.

In the case of the child who becomes characterized as a bully, fight-
ing with other youngsters and adults becomes a source of many incidents. 
Punishment, lectures, and pleas for behavior change generally make little 
or no difference. Knowing that the child who fights is most often pursu-
ing a goal of revenge and a private logic that “I may not be likable but I 
can hurt you back,” one can anticipate a rationale that makes fighting, for 
example, a necessary behavior in his or her repertoire.

By simply listening and actively reflecting what is said, you will dis-
cover, for example, that fighting is a noble thing to do. Not unlike Robin 
Hood or the Knights of the Round Table, they are “correcting” or “evening 
the score” of others’ transgressions. The following is a case in point from 
an interview with a fourth-grade boy:

Counselor:  Do you like to fight, Daryl?
Daryl:  [He nods, no.]
Counselor:  I think maybe sometimes you do. Could it be? [Daryl shrugs 

his shoulders] I think sometimes you like to show others that 
you can hurt them, too; that you can beat them up.

Daryl:  [Smiles broadly and shakes his head, yes.]
Counselor:  So you like to fight, Daryl. And does that solve your problems?
Daryl:  [He covers a smile with his hand over his mouth.] Well, I hit them 

for teasing my sister, then they started picking on me!
Counselor:  Oh, I see; so it really isn’t your fault ’cause they were teasing 

your sister.
Daryl:  [Nods, yes.]

You see a desire by Daryl to maintain self-respect. After all, who could 
fault the nobility of his intentions? The fact that his fights rarely involve his 
sister’s honor is of no consequence in his private logic.

To move immediately into the next stage (i.e., reorientation) is a com-
mon error. At this point, the counselor may understand Daryl’s motivation 
better, but asking or expecting him to change on this basis alone probably 
is insufficient. What I believe does help is (a) to pair the negative feelings 
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with the misbehavior in the situation and (b) to introduce a new alterna-
tive with which only positive feelings can be associated. Using the previous 
illustration, the counselor may continue as follows:

Counselor:  … and does this make you feel happy or sad?
Daryl:  Happy and sad.
Counselor:  Happy that you got back at them but sad that they don’t like you 

[Daryl nods, yes.] I wonder, do you really want other kids to like 
you and for you to like them? [He nods, yes.] I’m not so sure, Daryl. 
You see, I don’t think you expect others to like you, and that’s a 
bad feeling, so you want them to pay for your bad feelings.

Daryl:  Well, I wouldn’t hit them if they’d just treat me nice.
Counselor: Y ou really feel bad when you’re not included in games and stuff 

like everyone else. [Daryl looks down at the floor and fumbles 
with his fingers.] And after a fight everyone talks about how bad 
you are and just makes you feel worse. [Daryl looks up with a 
sad look on his face.] I wonder if you’d be willing to start over 
today on making and keeping friends.

In this case, Daryl was willing to start working on new behaviors, 
but helping him to focus on his new goal and the satisfaction in making 
progress toward it was very important to the success. So long as he gained 
intrinsic satisfaction from his fighting, as he chose to see it, and did not 
believe others would like him anyway, winning him over to changing his 
behavior would be difficult. Adults are just as prone to continue using inef-
fective, socially useless behavior unless they are helped to associate the 
dysfunctional behaviors with the experience of negative feelings that are 
evoked by the consequences.

Specific Techniques

Convinced that individuals have the power to change if they choose to do 
so, Adlerians make suggestions and use techniques intended to illustrate 
this belief to counselees. Whether child or adult, individuals are encour-
aged to develop self-esteem and confidence in their ability to cope with 
life. The Adlerian is not impressed by fears, excuses, disabilities, blaming, 
or complaining.

Emotions that are used to distract others from the fact that the per-
son wants freedom from his or her responsibilities are seen as tools that 
contribute to continued discouragement. Kindly but purposefully, the 
Adlerian will work toward avoiding the pitfalls of these expressions and 
instead emphasize the genuine assets of the individual’s sense of belong-
ing, security, and adequacy. Encouragement is the process the counselor 
uses to build the individual’s confidence to cope with life.
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In my experience, empathy, per se, has not been stressed by other 
Adlerians in their demonstrations or lectures. Persons of other theoretical 
persuasions sometimes are critical of this tendency. Because the Adlerian 
model is rationally based (i.e., mistaken evaluations or thoughts are the 
originating source of difficulties), feelings are not treated as an entity unto 
themselves. Feelings of the person are important, however, and serve as sign-
posts for both counselor and counselee concerning the latter’s intentions.

Listen for three levels of feelings.

I have found that listening for three levels of feelings is useful in counsel
ing and consultation. For example, in what was essentially a vocationally 
oriented counseling case, a high school senior expressed dissatisfaction 
with her part-time job. She hoped to continue the position full time after 
graduation but was not happy under her present supervisor. As the inter-
view progressed, although carefully worded, it became apparent that she 
wanted more independence from her parents. Later in counseling, unex-
pressed doubt in her ability to be independent was revealed through avoid-
ance of serious consideration of other alternatives to her present work and 
home situation. This was confirmed in subsequent interviews. The feelings 
heard at three levels were

	 1.	 Present, obvious: dissatisfaction with work situation
	 2.	 Veiled: desire for independence
	 3.	 Preconscious: self-doubt in ability to be independent

Reasons and excuses for not considering alternatives to the presenting 
problem would defeat the most sincere counselor if the self-doubt was not 
confronted. Adlerians tend to deal with the doubts by helping to provide 
success experiences to overcome the doubts. Although aware of the present 
and veiled feelings, counselors choose to discredit the mistaken notions 
that contribute to the more pervasive feelings.

The reorientation stage, then, requires an awareness of the individual’s 
thoughts and associated feelings that will affect his or her cooperation. 
Having cognitively decided to change does not make change happen. 
Therefore, a part of the counselor’s function is to help distract the coun-
selee from the advantages of his or her previous self-defeating notions and 
behavior.

Adlerians use a variety of specific techniques to help counselees (a) catch 
themselves at self-defeating behaviors, (b) become conscious of their con-
trol over their attitudes and feelings, (c) get distracted from the advantages 
of a hidden agenda in self-defeating behaviors, and (d) develop confidence 



Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy Practice  •  141

in their ability to cope successfully with life tasks. Among the many tech-
niques, only a few will be mentioned to illustrate.

Spitting in the Soup
This is a vivid phrase for describing what happens when the counselor 
exposes the hidden agenda or goal for the counselee’s self-defeating behav-
ior. When the counselor is accurate with his or her observation (“Could it 
be that …?”) and can illustrate this clearly to the counselee, the counselee 
may continue this behavior, but “it won’t taste as sweet” any longer! The 
counselee is no longer innocent of its hidden meaning.

This technique is used very effectively as a means of disengaging the 
individual from previous behaviors. Children can understand the goals of 
misbehaviors quickly and will not repeat the same behaviors unless adults 
or other children make them useful. It also is quite effective with adults, 
as in the case of the “good servant mother,” the “super teacher” or “real 
man” images.

Antisuggestion
This technique, used by other than Adlerians as well, is used selectively 
to help illustrate that individuals have control of functions not otherwise 
accepted by them. For example, when a counselee says he or she cannot 
help getting tense when talking to members of the opposite sex, the coun-
selor may suggest that at the next such opportunity the counselee should 
get as tense as he or she can (i.e., try to get tense).

Occasionally this suggestion is used in the context of the interview (e.g., 
counselees rehearse the action as a variation of role-playing). The irony, of 
course, is that when invited to do their “thing” they find themselves inca-
pable of doing it. It has lost its value. Most counselees openly smile at their 
new predicament.

“If Only I Could …”
This phrase often follows the important question, “How would life be dif-
ferent for you if this problem did not exist?” An Adlerian counselor would 
suggest that the person behave “as if” he or she could (i.e., act as though 
you can).

This suggestion can be quite effective once the individual has some 
insight into the mistaken assessment he or she made before counseling. Not 
to succeed becomes less important, thereby minimizing disappointment.

Push-Button Technique
In response to “I can’t change how I feel” or “It isn’t my fault; I can’t help 
what I do,” the counselor uses the counselee’s imagination to demonstrate 
his or her capacity to experience both positive and negative emotions by 
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imaging situations that evoke these feelings. The counselee can experience 
imaging the changes in body tension, heart rate, and so forth and the corre-
sponding change in movement to action. Naturally, follow-up is an impor-
tant aspect of the total process. Generally, the counselor can determine in 
advance how cooperative an individual or couple will be on follow-up.

Adding Significant Modifiers
In addition to listening for excuses and other preludes to lack of cooperation 
mentioned previously, Adlerians practice reading between the lines and 
adding significant modifiers or conjunctions to counselee statements. For 
example, experience has shown that often when an individual says, “I will 
try,” what they are thinking is, “but I don’t think it will work.”

Assessing Probabilities
The counselor uses this information as a means of assessing the probabili-
ties of certain suggestions being implemented. When encountering signs 
of discouragement, he or she tries other alternatives, smaller steps, or fewer 
expectations for the individual.

Task Setting
Task setting is an important aspect of the process. “Homework” assign-
ments to try new behaviors, participate in a study group, or simply observe 
others in their daily living are employed often.

Generally, limited objectives are chosen and agreed on by the counselee. 
The probabilities for success are high if goals are properly selected. The 
method of successive approximation (i.e., to move the person toward an 
outcome in reasonable stages for him or her) is very important. Asking 
a young person who uses fistfighting in his or her pursuit of the goal of 
revenge to “never” fight again is doomed to failure. Getting the child to 
agree not to fight for a defined period of time (e.g., this morning, until you 
get home, etc.) increases the likelihood of cooperation and success, espe-
cially if there is follow-up and encouragement for managing self-control.

Examples of Task Setting. For another fellow who found a closeness 
lacking in his interpersonal relationships, particularly with a girl whom 
he liked, a variety of suggestions were explored including some developed 
by himself. A list was made and ordered according to his estimate of their 
value to him and his readiness to use them as tryout behaviors.

Among those listed, first was smiling more often. He characterized him-
self as “Solemn Sam.” More specifically, each day he entered the office, he 
agreed to smile quite purposefully and again at some other point in the day. 
The result was so dramatic that it was not necessary to list it for the second 
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week. A number of people approached him the first morning to simply 
chat. Luncheon invitations followed and he soon found reasons to smile.

Another item on his list was to impulsively buy something for himself 
that he would not purchase normally. This action was a little more difficult 
because he was usually “thrifty” and very deliberate in his purchases. He 
had carried a notion that self-indulgence would categorically result in ter-
rible consequences. He gave himself permission to buy a “gift” one after-
noon that week and was delighted with the satisfaction he felt in being free 
to do what he had perceived as beyond his capability.

A more difficult item was to anticipate getting, doing, or saying some-
thing that would surprise and please his girlfriend. This item was not 
attempted in the first two weeks because he felt at a loss on how to proceed. 
The discovery of how to accomplish this task was the real challenge. He 
reported after successfully completing this item at least once, that he really 
had not been listening to her interests, aspirations, and desires. When he 
stopped worrying about how he was doing with her, he was freed to dis-
cover what they enjoyed together. Obviously, once is not enough, but all 
journeys begin with one successful step.

Summary

I believe that the greatest prejudice discouraged persons hold against any-
one is the one that they hold against themselves. The punch line in one car-
toon said it well: “I know a lot of people who aren’t as smart as they think 
they are, I just don’t want to be as dumb as I think I am!” Not to believe in 
one’s self, although not uncommon, is disabling.

The challenge for the counselor is to confront in a caring way the mis-
taken meaning assigned by individuals to early life events as they present 
themselves in the here-and-now living of today. In so doing, the counselor 
can help them reassess their assets and to appreciate their “shortcomings” 
as an expression of their membership in the whole of humanity. For it is 
coming to the realization that one is no more and no less than others that 
true social equality has meaning and purpose.

Lifestyle and Early Recollection Session Excerpts

Lifestyle Assessment Information
The original purpose of this session was to conduct a demonstration 
of a lifestyle assessment. I also wished to incorporate some DCT tech-
niques into the process. There was no stated reason for counseling on 
the part of the woman who agreed to participate in the process. As is 
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true in many such situations, unfinished business or current events 
in the lives of persons not in counseling emerge as relevant because 
these methods uncover the unconscious thoughts, emotions, and pre-
dicaments important to the participants. As a consequence, I always 
provide opportunity for appropriate follow-up and inform the per-
sons in advance that such topics may emerge for which they will desire 
follow-up. Naturally, volunteers are always free to decline participation 
at any time.

What follows is basic information gathered in an initial 1½-hour inter-
view, including excerpts demonstrating the use of lifestyle, early recol-
lection, and DCT methods. It may be notable only because it is typical 
of the kind of data, process, and usefulness that can follow from using 
these techniques together. The interview for gathering basic lifestyle data, 
as noted elsewhere, can be eliminated by having counselees complete 
the forms in advance. This can save time for more directed interaction in 
the interview within the more common 50-minute session if desired.

The data and excerpts that follow come from a typescript of the first 
session. Whether or not one is accustomed to Adlerian lifestyle methods, 
even a casual review of the data will suggest that each individual expresses 
expectations, intentions, and preferences in many ways by choices made 
each day. This woman shares a great deal about her outlook on herself, 
others, and life that could be relevant for topics related to her work, friend-
ship, love, self, and spiritual dimensions as described in Chapter 2. We 
begin to focus on one topic because it is the one most important to her at 
this time.

	 I.	 Individual Characteristics: Family Constellation and Attributes
		  Counselee: Jan, female, 40s, divorced, mother of two boys, Robert, 

14 years, and Norman, 13 years of age, professional person in edu-
cation (bachelor’s and master’s degrees), brought up in a Roman 
Catholic family, attended Catholic schools. Attractively dressed, 
poised, and open to self-exploration. She was the middle child in a 
family of five girls. Both parents are still living (retired).

Victoria Oldest sister (+4 years)
Jan I was the kid without distinction
Lois (–4 years: twin; tomboy; father’s favorite)
Loretta (–4 years: twin; mother’s favorite) most different from Jan: 

very determined, very outspoken, real strong personality; 
most like father (determined, stubborn, controlling)

Miscarriage (–8 years)
Jackie (–11 years: Jan’s “baby doll”—she enjoyed caring for her 

youngest sister)
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		  Attributes compared to siblings: Jan described herself as
the •	 next most intelligent, hard working, able in school, help-
ing around the house, conforming, trying to please, consider-
ate of others, sensitive—easily hurt, sense of humor, idealistic 
(expect things to be the way that they should be), standards of 
achievement high, athletic, strongest, tallest, feminine.
the •	 most rebellious, wanting her own way, having a temper 
tantrum, materialistic, prettiest. She reported liking to be 
female. Her nickname was “Fancy Jan” or “Prissy Missy.”
the •	 least likely to be moralistic (i.e., to go by the “book” and 
see the faults of others).
the •	 most punished child for “talking back” to Mom and Dad. 
(However, the family was described as loud [six women and 
Dad] and talking back was tolerated to a certain extent among 
all the children.)

Self-description:
Counselor:  OK. What kind of a kid were you?
Jan:  Hmm … the role that I played in the family is probably … I 

think and I don’t know … but it’s the dingy person. I mean 
there are a lot of things I did. I guess I probably found 
ways of being in the spotlight because you know I was the 
kid without the distinction. There was an oldest, there were 
twins, and there was a baby, but I was the second oldest; 
but there were things that I guess I did that drew atten-
tion. I don’t know. [She goes on to say that later in life she 
learned to use the “dumb blonde” stereotype to get away 
with some things she did not want to do—she made being 
“without distinction” useful to her!)

	 II.	 Adult and Gender Models: Parents and Grandparents
Father: Insurance salesman; worked many nights; German 

descent; strict, very controlling, wanted children to follow 
rules, wanted order, not particularly patient, but he was there 
for them. He would play golf on Saturday morning early in 
order to be home in the afternoon. She thought she was father’s 
next most favorite child (she felt he showed her off). Her sister 
Lois (the first of twins, a tomboy) was his favorite because they 
did things together. Father is an absent but important part of 
one recollection.

Mother: Homemaker; real special; she was always there for them; 
silly, very kind, caring, nurturing, always fun; sang songs. 
Mother plays prominently in two early recollections.
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Parents agreed on child rearing and she had no recollections of 
quarreling between them. She felt no fear or anxiety about 
their differences. Father made the major decisions. The par-
ents seemed to be happy together, socialized with friends, and 
generally provided a stable family nucleus.

Grandmother (maternal): Very special because she would go 
in the water with them (Nanny the Seal); she never knew a 
stranger; she’d sing silly songs; she was fun! She plays promi-
nently in one recollection.

Grandmother (paternal): Strict but great cook.
Grandfather (paternal): Short, sweet, funny, little man; smelled 

of cigar smoke (the best smell in the world); fun, fun! (Note: 
Jan probably associates different fragrances with good times 
whether cooking or otherwise.)

	 III.	 Family/Cultural Values
		  There are certain values that tend to influence each child regard-

less of their position in the family constellation. Jan reported being 
brought up Roman Catholic. The fact that she notes “brought up” 
may suggest that she no longer practices this faith. However, the 
counselor would guess that spiritual beliefs are still important to 
her as well. Both parents practiced this faith and, as a child and 
adult, she admired them both as a couple and individually. Among 
the values in Jan’s family are likely to be the following: respect and 
caring for one another; respect for God as creator; hard work but 
balanced with fun; music and dance as a source of pleasure; order; 
cooperation; and attributes important to work, friendship, and 
love relationships.

			   Mother and father were reported to have openly and actively 
discussed their differences, but they were not contentious or 
threatening in any way. They modeled for the children a kind of 
give and take that resulted in consensus or agreeing not to agree 
on some issues. This could be an asset to Jan when negotiating 
about issues with others whom she respects and who respect her. 
On the other hand, she may be disadvantaged in knowing how 
to reconcile such differences when they occur in relationships 
where mutual respect is not present (i.e., when the other person is 
not forthright and committed to a mutually acceptable solution). 
Her desire to be there for others could result in her taking more 
responsibility or giving in too much as a way to maximize the 
opportunity for agreement.
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	 IV.	 Early Recollections
		  The following are verbatim excerpts of Jan’s early recollections 

taken from the interview. As noted earlier, Adlerians attempt to 
use the self-talk of the counselee in the process of interpretation 
and counseling in order to maximize the accuracy and relevance 
to the counselee. Some comments have been highlighted to assist 
the reader in noting some aspects of the early recollections that 
will be especially useful later in the counseling process regarding 
themes within the self-talk of this woman.

	 1.	 I see that living room sort of, the living room window and this 
lamp. I think it was green glass or something and I must of been 
running, playing, something, but I tripped on the cord and the 
lamp fell and I thought, Oh, no! You know, I’m not going to stick 
around here for Daddy to come home and get mad at me. I’m 
gonna run away and so my mother said, “Honey why don’t you 
wait and Daddy will take you to the bus station.” I got my little 
doll suitcase and I put all my underwear in it because I was 
running away. She kept saying, “OK honey, Daddy’s not going 
to be that mad, but if you want to run away why don’t you wait 
until he comes and he’ll take you.” I mean, I must of been really 
afraid of what he would do and I don’t remember him doing 
anything. I remember it being funny. I think my mother must 
of told him what I was going to do and that I got my little doll 
suitcase and you know, so I don’t even remember him doing 
anything. Hmm, or saying anything, but I do remember how 
afraid I was that something really awful was going to happen. 
And I remember folding diapers for the twins. You know 
there are just mounds of diapers for these two babies and we 
got to help fold. I had no idea where I was going to go. I just 
remember packing this little red doll suitcase and just … and 
all I put in it was my underwear. (laugh) I had undershirts 
and I put them in there. I put socks and panties and under-
shirts. … I know that I was scared that Daddy would get mad 
at me and I didn’t want to incur his wrath and you know I … 
My dad is a real strong domineering.

	 2.	Y ou know … I can remember, this was in Chicago again and 
I was in kindergarten and the teacher was always letting me 
lead the lunch line and I got to carry the milk money and this 
went on for half the year or so and one day I was no longer the 
lunch line leader and I didn’t know what I’d done to fall out of 
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this teacher’s graces, but I remember feeling horrible, but I was 
the leader and all of a sudden I wasn’t the leader.

			Y   ou know I just remember knowing … it felt good to lead 
the whole class and to carry the money and I had been chosen 
and probably I was taller than a lot of the kids. Hmm, but … 
you do this and I just, that was just my role and I was very 
responsible about doing it and felt good about doing it and all 
of a sudden one day I think she put somebody else at the front of 
the line or something and I don’t know what she said to me or 
how I knew that I wasn’t … it was never explained to me. She 
never told me why, she never really said anything, but that this 
other kid … it really hurt and I didn’t know what I had done 
and I doubt that I ever went to her and said anything. I prob-
ably talked to my mother about it. I don’t remember, but I’m 
sure I talked to my mother about it, but I don’t remember what 
she said. It just really hurt my feelings and I had no idea what I 
had done to fall out of that teacher’s graces.

	 3.	 Hmm, as a little child? Oh, OK, I have a scenario. What this 
is about I haven’t got a clue, but I was angry and we lived in 
Kentucky for a year after the twins were born and Daddy got 
transferred back to Chicago so we lived in Elm Hurt in this 
house that was a split level and, hmm, the twins were prob-
ably three, so I would have been seven, and I don’t know what 
this was about but it was summertime, but I was mad and my 
mother was trying to get me to do something and I wasn’t going 
to do it so she was coming after me and I laid on the bed with 
my hands and my feet just curled and I scratched my mother’s 
eyeball. You know, talk about … you know … she was coming 
after me to get me to do something I was supposed to do, to 
help or something and I wasn’t going to do it and but … some-
times Victoria and I would fight and that was my defense. I 
would get someplace and with my hands and my feet (laugh) 
so nobody could get me.

Counselor:  So you scratched Mom’s eye.
Jan:  I scratched the cornea or something. She had a patch on 

her eye. Talk about guilt.
Counselor:  When you say talk about guilt …
Jan:  I felt horrible. I just felt you know … what a horrible thing 

to do to your mother and I don’t ever remember her 
really saying much about it or really being mad at me 
or you know, but I felt horrible that I had hurt her.
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	 4.	 I can remember being down in Texas with Nannie (maternal 
grandmother), hmm, at the beach, and I had to go to the bath-
room and there were no bathrooms and I think that’s how she 
got to be Nannie the Seal because she took me on the sandbar 
and we sat there so I could go potty.

Counselor:  How did you feel?
Jan:  Like somebody was taking care of me. Like somebody was 

there for me.

	 V.	 Adlerian Interpretative Hypotheses
		  The following tentative hypotheses based on the lifestyle assess-

ment including early recollections will illustrate how these data 
can be useful in working with a counselee. In this case, the hypoth-
eses are designed to help her understand herself more fully and to 
use such understanding to cope more effectively with a problem 
currently causing her considerable distress.

			   As a middle child, Jan compared herself to the other children 
in the family and decided that she was the child “without distinc-
tion.” She liked being female and made the most she could of gain-
ing attention as feminine, cute, “Fancy Jan” or “Prissy Missy.” In 
spite of these efforts, she evaluated everyone else as very in some 
positive attribute and herself as next most very or not very, which 
is a distinction in its own right.

			   Her parents were both strict and loving. They modeled a con-
sistency in their parenting and gender roles where father was 
controlling but “there for us, too” and women provided comfort, 
fun, and nurturing. Women, especially Mother and maternal 
Grandmother, play prominently in her convictions about gender 
and personal relationships. Being “responsible and there for your 
loved ones” is an imperative. To hurt those whom you love even by 
accident is a terrible thing.

			   For some reason that she does not understand, her place in 
life can be taken away by others (early recollection: when teacher 
replaced her as leader of the line; more recently, ex-husband and 
son) and it is both confusing and hurtful. She does not know how 
to exercise her freedom to make choices about how she feels and 
responds to such incidents.

			   Her greatest strengths include speaking up against the norm 
(against parents’ wishes as a child—most rebellious; Catholic 
orthodoxy—not going by the rules) and being attractive (i.e., out-
wardly looking good). Not infrequently, looking good or behav-
ing as “dingy or the dumb blonde type” may be used to disguise 
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feelings of not very in other areas of life. These often hurt more 
than others realize. Although she wanted more than anyone to 
get her own way and would show her anger to get it, she was just 
as likely to be disappointed and feel hurt (perceived herself as 
most punished and most sensitive). Besides, being too forceful in 
asserting yourself can result in very bad consequences (as was the 
case when Mother’s eye was scratched).

			   Another asset is her openness to advice from those whom she 
respects as well as having the courage to take steps to resolve a 
predicament. Her mother encouraged her to wait for her father to 
come home in one early recollection and, although it was father’s 
wrath she feared, she proceeded to pack her bag and wait for him 
to come home to give her a ride to the bus station. As humorous 
as this seems, one sees that as an adult, she still listens to advice 
(father’s advice that she return home to confront her husband) 
and she finds peace and calm in the midst of personal chaos when 
she “attends to business” and takes action of some kind (early 
recollection: packing her little red suitcase; more recently, doing 
special reading while awaiting her husband’s return home). She is 
likely to be an excellent counselee who takes responsibility for her 
own actions.

	 VI.	 Approach to Life Tasks
		  She has been a homemaker most of her adult life. She still enjoys 

the thought of doing it well, just like her mother and grand-
mother. She is aware of color in her environment and most likely 
uses color in her dress, home, and work setting to express herself 
to others. Appearance is important, but even more important are 
relationships. All of her early recollections are socially interactive, 
compared, for example, to someone being alone or simply observ-
ing others.

			   Whether in friendship or a work environment, she can be 
depended on to be there for others. She will do her share of work, 
and then some, in a most satisfactory way. Unfortunately, in 
moments of self-disclosure, she likely will reveal that she thinks 
she still is not doing her part as well as others could do it. This 
mistaken idea keeps her constantly striving to learn to do better.

			   Her family’s values are consistent in their support for her faith 
life. In the interview, Jan reveals a deep spiritual sense of having 
someone there for her (God) who contributes to her transcending 
the chaos in her life as an adult. This personal conviction of spiri-
tual support will be another asset throughout her life.
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	VII.	 Comfort Zone
		  All persons feel most comfortable when their most basic beliefs are 

serving them well (i.e., they are getting along well with coworkers, 
friends, and family and their basic physical and spiritual life is in 
good order). In short, their expectations are being met. It is when 
their expectations for what is necessary for them to be physically, 
psychologically, and spiritually secure are uncertain or threat-
ened that they become distressed. In this case, Jan has life convic-
tions that have guided her to this point in life but are now being 
thwarted by her son and ex-husband. These convictions have been 
central to her sense of well-being.

			   Since her divorce, she has earned a master’s degree and now 
applies her caring, nurturing, and intelligence through a career in 
education. Despite her success, she still holds a prejudice of being 
“not very.” Her 14-year-old son, who had been living with her, 
has decided to live with his father and his father’s current live-in 
female companion. This is a source of great hurt and frustration 
to her. The following segments illustrate the use of the lifestyle 
assessment and DCT in beginning to help her to address this issue 
as it unfolded during the interview.

Early Recollection/DCT Assessment
The process progressed smoothly from data collection and assessment into 
interpretation and counseling. The reader will find notations throughout 
the interview excerpts to help explain the processes and purposes for the 
counselor’s questions or comments. The following counselee recollection is 
used to help her uncover attitudes, beliefs, and feelings that are inhibiting 
her in coping with a current crisis in her life. Her oldest son has moved in 
with his father and the father’s current female companion. Jan has been 
in the process of building a career for herself but still feels very deeply 
about her need to, in her words, “be there for my children.” The Adlerian 
lifestyle information gathered during the interview comes into use after 
successfully exploring the recollection using DCT techniques as well. The 
woman is first asked questions on the sensorimotor level of DCT.

Counselor:  What I would like you to do now is to choose any of the rec-
ollections and get yourself really back into it. Imagine yourself 
there in the moment, what you are feeling and what you are expe-
riencing at that moment. We’ll develop that as we go along, but 
just kind of get into that moment again, reliving that recollec-
tion again.
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Jan:  Hmm. The one that probably, the rest of them just seem to be things 
that happened, but it really disturbed me that I hurt my mother. 
You know, when I was crying.

Counselor:  Let’s go back to that. When you were laying on the bed. Can 
you even close your eyes, see yourself, experience yourself being 
on that bed? [pause] Okay.

Jan:  I can see it vividly. I was in the bedroom. The blinds were drawn or 
something. It wasn’t real bright in there. Hmm, but I could just 
remember her coming after me and it was like on the edge of the 
bed. If Victoria was coming after me or anyone was coming after 
me this is what I would do. But my hands would go like this … 
and my feet. You can imagine little kids when they do that and 
that’s what I was doing as fast as I could go.

Counselor:  So your hands were tight and your fists were tight?
Jan:  Well, no. My fists were like this; I was clawing. Stay away from me, 

like a cat.
Counselor:  And did you hear anything? Can you hear anything in that? 

You’re laying on the bed. Can you hear anything? [pause] You’re 
laying there and Mom’s coming at you. Do you remember what 
Mom looked like ? ἀ e expression on her face or anything? Do 
you have an image of that?

Jan:  I can sort of see her face. I can’t really see an expression on her face.
Counselor:  Anything about her body language stand out? ἀ e way she 

looked as she was coming towards you? As you think—
Jan:  All I can visualize actually is me doing that and she’s not even in the 

room yet. I started doing that before she even got in the room.
Counselor: Y ou’re ready and she’s coming in. Are there any sounds? Is she 

saying things? Were you making sounds? Any smells?
Jan: N o and I’m sure the other kids are around. They weren’t in the 

room.
Counselor:  As this kept going on, it didn’t happen right away, but at some 

point you scratched her eye. Can you talk about what happened 
right then? (DCT concrete operational-level questioning)

Jan:  Well, then, maybe I do picture her stopping ’cause she was coming. I 
don’t know what she was coming to do. Get me? I don’t remem-
ber what this was about, but hmm, you know, then I stopped.

Counselor: Y ou stopped.
Jan: Y eah. Then she probably left to go take care of that or whatever and 

Victoria may have come in and said something to me.
Counselor:  Before Victoria came in, as Mom’s holding her eye and leaving 

and you’re stopping, can you get in touch with the feeling you 
had? (DCT sensorimotor level)

Jan:  I don’t know. I just, you know, I hurt my mother.
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Counselor:  Were your shoulders pulled up and—
Jan:  Probably because here I am.
Counselor:  And your face tightened up. Your shoulders are tight and your 

arms are tight and it seems to be centered.
Jan:  I hurt my mother.
Counselor:  Is there anything else physically that you could describe about 

that feeling; sensations in your body? Where is that feeling? “Oh 
I hurt my mother.” Where is it in your body?

Jan:  All I can see is just …
Counselor:  When you do that, where do you feel it most if you do it right 

now? Where is the feeling?
Jan:  In my shoulders.
Counselor:  What does it feel like?
Jan:  It’s probably a pain, you know, I can’t really feel it. I was thinking that 

it would probably hurt my heart that I’d hurt my mother. You 
know, to …

Counselor:  Experience that feeling. Is there another time in your life 
when you had that same feeling? (DCT concrete operational 
questioning)

Jan:  A hurt heart? [laugh]
The only [crying]… the time that I can remember feeling a knife 

in my heart is when … I knew he was having an affair and wanted 
the divorce and all that. That was a physical heart pain. That was 
a knife in my heart. Probably, recently when my son, Robert, went 
to live with Charles. That was another one and that … now I don’t 
know where to go with this but that in talking about all of these 
and my mother, she was a wonderful role model.

Everybody is kind and loving and caring and we all take good 
care of our children. We are all hard workers. ἀ ey say this all 
the time that they have been so blessed and they don’t know how 
it happened. How they could have five daughters and all of us 
be doing very well. Not that anybody is real rich or any of those 
material things, but everybody has really good strong values and 
is very kind and caring and nurturing. And because I was raised 
that way I know. I mean I know what my mother [crying] … and 
I was growing up a teenager and college thinking about getting 
married and that’s all I ever wanted to do was to be a mother and 
a housewife. I mean I really enjoyed and I still do enjoy taking 
care of the house and cooking and doing all those things and when 
Charles left, it was like that was all I ever wanted to do and I don’t 
think I’m going to be anybody. I can’t do this and I found that I 
could not be the mother that I want to be to my children. Charles 
blocks me from Robert and it’s just a real struggle to figure out 
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how to plan … because he’s not doing very well right now and I’m 
being blocked from helping him and I don’t know. It’s real hard 
not to be able to help my son and I just keep working and search-
ing for a different way to do something and maybe what I’ve got 
to do is nothing. ἀ at’s the hardest of all.

Counselor:  When asked if the feeling was similar, you said that there’s two 
times, one is the breakup with Charles and the other one is deal-
ing with your son. Would you be willing to talk about one of 
those two in more detail?

Jan:  Either one of them?
Counselor: Y ou choose.
Jan:  I can look at the breakup with Charles now as that’s what needed to 

happen. I couldn’t do what I needed to do and be the mother and 
be anything that I needed to be in that relationship so I needed 
to be out of it and that’s OK. I just feel tremendous disappoint-
ment about him because I always saw his potential that he’s just 
… he couldn’t do it and at this point, he’s not going to do it, but 
I always knew that I could … that even though Robert’s person-
ality is like Charles’, Robert is wonderful, Charles has a high 
IQ. Robert has a wonderfully high IQ. He’s a wonderful child. 
He’s creative, he’s lots of things, but he’s annoying as heck some-
times, which is the attention deficit disorder stuff. You know, 
but hmm, it’s so hard to be a good mother, to be able to help 
him learn how to be responsible. Learn how to … Robert a lot of 
times shifts responsibility. You know, if he gets a bad grade, well 
the teacher did it. Well, you know … that’s what his father does. 
You know, and I don’t say—

Counselor:  Could you share a specific incident when you talked about 
finding out about Charles’ affair. Do you remember when you 
found out? Do you remember exactly what happened? (DCT con-
crete operational)

Jan: Y eah. Yeah, [laugh] I was, you know, we’d just moved into this new 
house. We had two babies that were two and three. We were hav-
ing a big July 4th party; his birthday is on the 4th and I always 
had huge parties. I mean the last one we had was 250 people. 
For some of them, I did all the cooking, hors d’oeuvres and 
everything, but his one was catered. Decorations, you name 
it. I remember him going off in a truck with one of his female 
coworkers to get fireworks. That was very strange. I saw them 
going off so there were clues that I had, but I was going out of 
town to my parent’s wedding anniversary that the girls and I 
had all planned. It was a surprise. My parents had always been 
wonderful to Charles, but he didn’t want to come. He said no. 
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He made up all these excuses and I was really confused about 
that. The day after we got there Daddy sat me down in the living 
room and said, “Jan, Charles is either physically ill or he’s hav-
ing an affair” and I said, “Daddy, how can you … Charles hav-
ing an affair.” If things were that bad in our marriage, I know 
that he would tell me. Hmm, he called that night. He never 
called. Charles never called me. He would go out of town. He 
just was very irresponsible. Hmm, but he called that night and 
he sounded funny. He wanted to talk to the kids. I had forgotten 
to ask him how his stomach was. So I called him the next day at 
his office and asked the receptionist and she said he’s not here. 
I said where is he; she said, he’s on vacation. I said, on vacation? I 
asked who else is on vacation? They said Lillian and I just knew. 
Daddy said you have to get on a plane and go back and take care 
of business. So they put me on a plane and they kept my kids 
and I sat on that plane … to this day I would love to know how 
I looked. I was numb. I must of looked like a zombie, but I sat 
on that plane and I went back and had to take care of business 
so I put a message on his recorder and I went to his office and 
talked to others. They liked me and they felt bad so the next 
day they didn’t come to work.… I did my detective work and 
found his car and I figured out that he was on a tropical vacation 
because the scuba equipment was gone and I put all these little 
pieces together. I came home and put a note in his car saying 
I know where you are and who you’re with, please just come 
home so we can figure out where to go from here and I went 
home and I, hmm, I had this tremendous peace. It was the most 
amazing time of my life, really, because everything just turned 
upside down, but I was very peaceful and I spent 3 days read-
ing all these things he had wanted me to read. … I was just very 
much at peace and read and when he walked in that day, I didn’t 
have any idea of when he was coming home, but he walked in 
the door and I said … hmm, and I’d always said that if my hus-
band had an affair I’d … I said I’m so sorry that you are hurting 
so badly that you had to go to such extremes. He didn’t know 
what to say so he sat down and we started talking and we really 
had much better communication than we’d had in years … he’s 
never been strong enough to or disciplined enough and, hmm, 
so we stayed together another year and a year later I found him 
with her again and said I’m sorry you have to leave and he cried 
at that point, but I was very calm again. Even then I thought we 
would get back together, but we never did and a 3-year horrible 
divorce battle ensued.
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Counselor:  One of the questions that I might ask is, if given two really differ-
ent scenarios, in terms of, we started with your early recollection 
about being on the bed with your mom and accidentally scratch-
ing her in the eye and then the circumstance with Charles and 
the divorce and lots of different feelings associated with that. One 
of them might be the sudden sense of being stabbed in the heart. 
I’m wondering what you see as the similarity between those two? 
(DCT formal operational questioning)

Jan:  I’m not sure really. I know that it hurt me to hurt my mother. I mean it 
just hurt tremendously to … you know when I think of the way 
Charles hurt me, hmm, there were times, there are two that I 
took a lot of responsibility while if I had just been a better wife or 
if I had just been a better mother or if I had just been a better this 
or that or whatever so that year that we spent together, that’s what 
I tried to do; to get better and better and better and hmm …

Counselor:  So part of the pain was not meeting your own expectations.
Jan: Y eah. Yeah.
Counselor:  Something more like Mom.

Note: The counselor uses this opportunity to ask a DCT dialectic/systemic 
question to explore the origin of Jan’s rules about life in order to help 
her to see multiple perspectives (i.e., how others might see them). Jan is 
unclear about the question. Had the lifestyle data not been available or 
had the counselor chosen otherwise, he could have clarified the question 
and sought to determine if Jan could establish their origin as a part of the 
DCT process. In this case, a more Adlerian approach was taken. It is stated 
by the counselor as “self-talk” in the first person. The counselor is watch-
ful for the recognition reflex by the counselee (i.e., usually a spontaneous 
affirmation that the reflections are correct or not). In this case, both verbal 
and nonverbal affirmations are noted.

Counselor:  ἀ ese messages that you give to yourself, where have they come 
from? (DCT dialectic/systemic)

Jan:  Which message is that?
Counselor:  In these two instances, there are some pretty strong messages. In 

fact, in the whole lifestyle, I hear some kinds of themes that are 
coming through … You don’t want to hurt anybody. You want to 
be there for people and in the situation with Mom, she was com-
ing to you and you hurt her and you felt terrible about that. You 
still feel terrible about that. Huh, when it came to your situation 
with Charles, you thought you were always going to be able to be 
there for your kids and you would be there for him and he didn’t 
seem to appreciate that and we think about the situation with 



Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy Practice  •  157

the teacher (early recollection about losing her place at the head 
of the line) … you were confused. You couldn’t understand how 
the rules could change. How could the rules of life have changed? 
ἀ e rules of life that moms and dads are there for their kids, 
they’re there for each other, like your mom and dad were there for 
each other. Hmm, I’ve always believed that I was going to be that 
kind of a person. I was going to be that kind of a wife, that kind 
of a mother, that kind of a friend. To me relationships are really 
important, and you don’t hurt people that are important to you. 
People who love other people are hurt and it doesn’t make any 
sense. ἀ ere’s no reason for this to end.

Jan:  There’s something that you … How can I be blocked from helping my 
son? [crying] That’s the … you know, that’s what’s happening.

Note: At this point, Jan chooses to change the focus from the lost relation-
ship with the ex-husband to her present pain associated with her son. We 
can speculate that not only is the son’s situation hurtful but that the pain 
associated with her former husband is still very present to her. The coun-
selor follows her lead in this case, mindful that at another time she will 
likely revisit her feelings associated with her ex-husband to resolve them as 
unfinished business. In the meantime, she is unaware at a DCT dialectic 
level how her son has learned to think and feel as he does. The counselor 
guides her in a process of uncovering their origin.

Counselor:  Let me see … you understand the relationship between mom 
and dad, the kids, and how you have come to think and feel … 
the rules you have for yourself and the way you’ve tried to live 
your life. Now your situation, we’re saying here … I’m trying to 
live those rules and I’ve got a son who says that I’m not going 
to let you do that and an ex-husband who’s contributing to that 
and he’s acting as a support for your son and so forth. I’m also 
thinking of Jan who says, “Well, I don’t want to do something 
and you’re not going to make me!” Okay. Who is your son like?

Jan:  Oh, he’s got some of my traits …
Counselor: R ight. Your son at this point in his life, you said when I was a 

teenager, my mother and I were acting like this, okay, but what 
was it you were doing when you were behaving like that? What 
were you doing?

Jan: N ot doing much … whatever that was.
Counselor:  What was your rationale? What was behind your motivation? 

(Note: guiding her toward understanding what might be her 
son’s perspective.)
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Jan:  I wasn’t going to be controlled.
Counselor:  And what were you going to do?
Jan:  Me?
Counselor: Y ou were going to be your own person.
Jan: Y ou’re right. The only thing that Robert is doing this is, I mean he’s 

got all A’s, two F’s. I mean there’s … there’s a tremendous strug-
gle. Do I totally back out of this? Can parents totally back out? 
Can I just give it over to Charles? I mean I just … It’s very appro-
priate that …

Counselor:  Let me ask you this Jan. Do you even have a choice? (The 
Adlerian counselor will encourage by making counselees aware 
of their alternatives. When the choice is not hers to make, it is 
liberating to establish that which is within her control and take 
action there instead.)

Jan:  I don’t know. I’m not sure. I keep going at it from every direction try-
ing to find …

Counselor: Y ou want to be there for him and he’s saying, “I’m going to do 
it myself.” Now you know enough from your own experience to 
say that if he wants to do it himself, there’s nothing that you’re 
going to do that’s going to make any difference. Now let me ask 
you another question. What happened to you and your mom, I 
mean you described her in glowing terms, but you didn’t feel that 
way when you were a teenager. So what made the difference?

Jan:  That’s who she was.
Counselor:  And, what happened?
Jan:  I don’t know if I’m as good as she is.
Counselor: Y ou know Jan, when we were going through the list of what 

were you like, what were the kids like and so forth, everybody 
else was very something. Did you know that? Everybody was 
very something. They were either very good or very not good 
and you were always in between. You have a prejudice against 
yourself that you’re not very. How about that. Could it be?

Jan:  Oh, yeah. [laugh] (This is a typical recognition reflex.)
Counselor:  OK. Now you’re a teacher. What would you say to a student 

who had that kind of prejudice?
Jan: Y ou’ve heard me say that I’m a child without distinction, but I’ve never 

thought of myself as not very but … that is how I think of myself 
… I don’t think people perceive me as feeling that I’m not very. 
Even my mother didn’t know it, but … and I said something the 
other day, I forget what it was and she said honey, no, she was flab-
bergasted that I felt this way. You are right, though; now she and I 
talk every week and I can tell her anything. I guess that’s true.
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Counselor:  When you went from that zombie state to being totally relaxed, 
totally at peace, totally centered when you were describing your 
situation, what went on in between then?

Jan:  I did the things I needed to do. I went to my dear friend Sally and told 
her and she was there for me. I went to Charles’ office and took 
care of business and, hmm, and to the airport and found his car 
and did a lot of detective work and then just came home and 
read and was at peace. I mean I, as I said, we grew up Catholic 
and when I was in college I decided that all these rules had to 
be ridiculous that “I can, maybe can’t”… you know, it was like 
there were too many rules and I knew that there was something 
different that I would believe but it gave all of us a tremendously 
strong sense of faith and trust and just belief in God. That there 
was someone always there to turn to and to trust and that was 
the beginning of that becoming really more of my core, of find-
ing the peace in total chaos and turmoil. Of knowing it was 
there. That I could turn to that. I practice coming back to that 
and I can do that sometimes … but that was a real turning point 
in my spiritual life when that happened.

Counselor:  And this is another time. So what is the business that you think 
you need to get on with in terms of Robert?

Conclusion
At this point, the counseling evolved into an exploration of alternative pos-
sibilities for how to think and feel about the circumstances with her son; 
those circumstances over which she had control and those over which she 
did not. The fact that everyone creates their own rules about life and that 
they can modify, delete, or create new ones fit well with this woman’s per-
ception of herself. After all, she had practiced not following the rules of 
others (those of her parents when she was a child; the Catholic Church; her 
mother’s when she was a teenager) and had experienced tremendous peace 
in the midst of chaos with her husband by reframing her capacity to cope 
with what she feared (as she had in the early recollection as a child when 
anticipating the wrath of her father). The parallel between her teenage son’s 
current behavior and her own with her mother during her teenage years was 
encouraging because it offered new hope that with time, patience, and per-
sistence, the mature relationship that she desires with him was possible.

From a DCT perspective, this woman was developmentally able with 
guidance to begin discovering her perceptual blocks and use this knowl-
edge to begin trying out new behaviors. She was able to relate her story at 
least in part on three levels: sensorimotor, concrete operational, and formal 
operational. The dialectic understanding of their origin and implications 
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for her relationship with her son were blocked. Likewise, her unresolved 
feelings about her ex-husband and how these related to her expectations 
for herself as wife, mother, and friend were unknown to her.

Finally, because I believe that wellness includes the spiritual dimensions 
of a healthy person as discussed in Chapter 2, I encouraged her to learn to 
call on her capacity for calm and peace through her spiritual convictions 
by whatever regular practices and means she chose. The belief that God 
will always be there for her spiritually can be a powerful asset in learning 
to appropriately cope with life’s challenges.

The blending of Adlerian lifestyle assessment and DCT is powerful 
in my experience. Although either of the methods alone may have been 
sufficient for helping the counselee over time, used together within the 
Adlerian approach they helped move the process of change forward more 
quickly and with greater benefit to the counselee. Naturally, this represents 
only an illustration of the potential usefulness of these methods together.

I conclude by offering the following precaution. The DCT sequence of 
questions and the invitation to recount early recollections can evoke emo-
tions and associations that the neophyte may not recognize as significant. 
As a consequence, I require that we provide supervision when it includes 
these methods (Chapter 12). The movement from counseling to psycho-
therapy is on a continuum when it comes to motivation modification. The 
connection of childhood experiences with present-day behaviors are rich 
sources of not just behavior change but authentic lifestyle reorientation. 
Used in the practice of experienced clinicians, these methods can be a 
great benefit to all whom they serve. I hope more practitioners will witness 
demonstrations and learn to incorporate them into their practices to the 
betterment of their counselees (Sweeney & Myers, 2004).

Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 What is the significance of motivation modification versus behav-
ior modification from an Adlerian point of view?

	 2.	 What is the diagnostic value of the following question: How 
would life be different if this problem or situation were solved or 
corrected?

	 3.	 What do persistent blaming, complaining, excuses, fear, and “dis-
abling conditions” have in common from an Adlerian perspective?

	 4.	 “Spitting in the soup” is a form of confrontation. Give an illustra-
tion of how you could use this technique. What conditions would 
be necessary for it to be effective?
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7Chapter 

Using Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) 

Diagnosis for Adlerian Outcomes
Todd F. Lewis

The concept and practice of mental health diagnosis is anything but new. 
Yet a growing minority of mental health professionals is voicing concerns 
about the current diagnostic system, which is based on the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, Text Revision 
(DSM-IV-TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2000; hereafter referred to 
as DSM). Whereas many strengths of the diagnostic process can be estab-
lished, a number of critics have pointed to inherent problems in the DSM 
and diagnosing in general.

A mental health practitioner who utilizes an Adlerian approach would 
most likely find these criticisms valid. The current diagnostic system 
appears at philosophical odds with Adlerian theory. For example, the DSM 
is based on the medical model perspective and the assumption that dys-
function lies within the individual, with limited regard for context or social/
environmental explanations of problematic behavior. The Adlerian view of 
psychopathology, on the other hand, is predicated on the assumption that 
individuals use symptoms to move toward fictional goals, based on the life-
style. Abnormal behavior is believed to be a consequence of increased feel-
ings of inferiority and limited social interest, where an individual operates 
according to an exaggerated, uncooperative goal of personal superiority. 
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That is, problems are solved using self-centered “private logic” rather than 
a task-centered, commonsense approach.

Because the DSM and diagnosing appear to be mainstays in the commu-
nity mental health field, the question must be asked, how do Adlerian prac-
titioners incorporate the DSM and diagnosing when it appears inconsistent 
with the Adlerian viewpoint on etiology and treatment of mental disorders? Is 
it possible for Adlerian practitioners to use the diagnostic process as a way to 
empower clients and remain consistent with their theoretical commitments?

In this chapter, I will explore these questions. First, I will examine the 
current diagnostic system and the DSM, and highlight its strengths as well 
as common criticisms. Next, I will look in greater depth how Adler viewed 
abnormal behavior and classification systems. I will then illustrate how an 
Adlerian practitioner might incorporate the DSM and diagnostic principles 
in her practice, yet remain theoretically consistent. Finally, the chapter con-
cludes with a case study that will propose a confluence between DSM diagnos-
tic principles and Adlerian theory by guiding the reader through assessment, 
diagnosis, development of a treatment plan, and counseling strategies.

The DSM and Diagnosis

The DSM is a descriptive compendium of symptom clusters that make up a 
series of “mental disorders.” To be included in the DSM, diagnoses must go 
through a rigorous process of peer review, field testing, cross-referencing, 
and research replication (Carlson, Watts, & Maniacci, 2006). The DSM 
task force has made every attempt to emphasize the empirical and atheor-
tical orientation of the text, although both of these orientations have been 
questioned (Eriksen & Kress, 2005). In the community mental health field, 
use of the DSM and the practice of diagnosis have become standard and 
are required by most third-party insurers for reimbursement or service 
payment. The current diagnostic system is based on the medical model, 
with clear assumptions about the etiology and treatment of illnesses.

In practice, typical DSM diagnoses are arranged on 5 axes, with each 
axis representing a different aspect of the individual’s presenting concern. 
The five axes, and corresponding clinical features, are as follows:

	 1.	 Axis I: Clinical syndromes and other conditions that may be a 
focus of clinical attention

	 2.	 Axis II: Personality disorders, personality features, and promi-
nent defense mechanisms; mental retardation

	 3.	 Axis III: General medical conditions
	 4.	 Axis IV: Psychosocial stressors
	 5.	 Axis V: Global Assessment of Functioning (GAF)
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In general, the first three axes comprise a person’s general clinical status, 
whereas the last two axes comprise broader aspects of a person’s function-
ing (Morrison, 1995). The 5 axes diagnosis is thought to portray a snapshot 
of biopsychosocial functioning, where biological functioning is indicated 
by Axis III, psychological functioning by Axes I and II, and social func-
tioning by Axes II, IV, and V. Interestingly, in the first edition of the DSM, 
only one axis existed, and it usually included disorders couched in psycho-
analytic, intrapsychic terms (Maniacci, 2002). In subsequent revisions, the 
DSM task force has intentionally grounded the DSM in greater scientific 
rigor, despite contemporary criticisms about the exact nature of this sci-
ence (Eriksen & Kress, 2005).

The DSM diagnostic system is predicated on the notion that specific 
clusters of signs and/or symptoms need to be observed in order for a diag-
nosis to commence. “Observation” in this sense stands for witnessing the 
problematic behavior in a session, gathering information from collaterals, 
or scoring and interpreting psychological assessments. If one or a combi-
nation of these observations matches established criteria in the DSM, the 
clinician makes a diagnosis.

Strengths of Diagnosing and the DSM
The current diagnostic system has several advantages that aid in client con-
ceptualization and treatment planning. The first advantage is that it allows 
for ease of communication among clinicians. For example, if a clinician 
needs to consult with a supervisor or another clinician regarding a client’s 
behavior, using DSM terminology such as borderline personality disorder 
or major depressive disorder allows for a general understanding of the cli-
ent’s behavioral problems. In this way, diagnosing aids in parsimony. That 
is, it is much easier to describe a complicated set of behavioral problems 
using a few words rather than detailing every nuance of client behavior. A 
second advantage is that diagnosing can be a first step in delineating the 
nature, causes, and treatment of mental disorders. It is one piece of the cli-
ent conceptualization that can provide some sense of order in understand-
ing and helping clients.

Diagnosing, and more specifically the five-axes diagnostic process, 
allows the clinician to track client progress over time. For example, Axis V, 
the Global Assessment of Functioning scale, indicates where a client lies 
on a continuum of 1 (very poor functioning) to 100 (excellent functioning). 
If a client started counseling at, say, a GAF of 48, and concluded counsel-
ing with a GAF of 60, then improvement occurred. However, determining 
a client’s GAF score is a subjective process that is prone to inaccuracies.

The DSM further provides a number of associated features concomi-
tant with each mental disorder. These features include course, prevalence, 
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cultural, gender, familial issues, and differential diagnostic information. 
This information can help clinicians better understand the client’s experi-
ences (Eriksen & Kress, 2005).

Some mental health practitioners believe that diagnosing aids in treat-
ment planning. The ability to construct a sound treatment plan depends 
on a competent and accurate conceptualization of the client, which begins 
with an accurate diagnosis (Eriksen & Kress, 2005). In addition, diag-
nosing provides a relief for some clients because it makes the unknown, 
known; that is, the client becomes relieved when complex, frightening 
symptoms are given an “explanation” through a label. Diagnostic labels 
can serve to help clients narrow in on the external “problem” and move 
away from blaming self and others (Eriksen & Kress, 2005).

There are monetary and occupational benefits to diagnosing and the 
DSM. Government agencies use the DSM categories to identify target pop-
ulations who need grant funding for research, or practitioners who need 
funding to conduct tailored intervention programs. Because diagnosis is 
required in virtually all mental health settings, practitioners who do not 
understand the DSM or who have limited knowledge may lose traction in 
their profession or wind up being denied employment opportunities or 
advancement (Eriksen & Kress, 2005).

The DSM and diagnosing has benefits for descriptive and outcome-
based research. A hallmark of the scientific method is the requirement 
to operationally define variables under study. Diagnosing allows clinical 
researchers to operationally define client problems so that treatment meth-
ods can be assessed as to their usefulness. Using clinical outcome research 
as a guide, clinicians also can get a sense of what treatment modalities are 
useful for those with certain diagnoses.

Finally, diagnoses can assist in legal proceedings, such as aiding in child 
custody decisions, alimony, whether or not someone is competent to stand 
trial, and insanity pleas.

Criticisms of Diagnosing and the DSM
Eriksen and Kress (2005), in their assessment of DSM diagnosis, outlined 
numerous limitations with the current system. These limitations do not 
necessarily emanate from a theoretical perspective, although conflict with 
counseling theory can sometimes emerge. As noted previously, the DSM 
rests on the assumption that problems lie mostly within the individual. 
Thus, clinicians may adopt an overly narrow view of the client’s presenting 
problems, looking for symptoms that fit neatly within the medical model 
framework (Eriksen & Kress, 2005). This narrow perspective leads to 
ignoring important environmental and social factors that may contribute 
greatly to the client’s presenting concerns. Ultimately, the client loses his 
or her sense of uniqueness.



Using DSM Diagnosis for Adlerian Outcomes  •  165

Historically, the application of diagnoses has stigmatized clients whose 
behaviors are not considered within the “normal” range or consistent with 
the dominant culture (Eriksen & Kress, 2005). The stigmatized label also 
can be self-fulfilling, leaving clients with a sense of hopelessness about their 
ability to change (Eriksen & Kress, 2005). Diagnostic labels can be nega-
tively perceived, especially by individuals outside of the mental health pro-
fession (such as employers), which can lead to oppression. Unfortunately, 
the benefits of labeling a mental problem (as discussed above) can be can-
celled out by the stigmatization of that same diagnostic label.

Other criticisms are more scientifically and philosophically based. For 
example, writers have questioned the scientific quality of the DSM and 
the diagnostic process (Cooper, 2004). According to Carlson et al. (2006), 
the DSM has over 500 diagnoses making diagnostic overlap a common 
occurrence (thus effecting validity and reliability), leading many clini-
cians and researchers to disagree on client diagnoses. Although the DSM 
is purported to be atheoretical, the level of description in the text invari-
ably produces a theoretical position (Carlson et al., 2006). In addition, the 
descriptive presentation of the DSM fails to help clinicians understand the 
underlying nature of mental and behavioral problems (Eriksen & Kress, 
2005). The diagnostic process can be imposed from outside the individual, 
and subjective understandings of problems become minimized. In other 
words, the values imposed on clients come from outside their own internal 
frame of reference.

Despite these concerns, the DSM is the best classification scheme cli-
nicians have to work with (Carlson et al., 2006). In general, most of the 
advantages include practical considerations in mental health practice 
(e.g., promoting the ability to communicate with other professionals), 
whereas the disadvantages constitute more philosophical, moral, and sci-
entific concerns. In order to better contrast the DSM and diagnosing with 
Adlerian theory, a review of the Adlerian perspective on psychopathology 
is warranted.

An Adlerian Perspective on Psychopathology

Adler did not consider diagnostic classifications necessary in the under-
standing and care of individuals (Sperry & Maniacci, 1992). His system pri-
marily operates from an idiographic orientation (Maniacci, 2002); that is, 
he was interested in the uniqueness of the individual and believed this was 
primary in the assessment of problems. Whereas the DSM is descriptive 
in nature (i.e., does not speculate as to the causes of mental disturbances), 
Adlerian theory offers a rich model to explain the functioning or purpose of 
symptoms, as well as a roadmap from which to help clients. Adlerian theory 
also offers a wider view of mental and behavioral problems by emphasizing 
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the social aspects of one’s functioning. Although Adler acknowledged 
organic substrates of various problems in living, he grew to emphasize the 
enormous impact of the world’s part (i.e., environmental/social; Carlson 
et al., 2006) in contributing to mental disorders. In essence, the founda-
tion of the DSM is largely medical and nondynamic, whereas Adler viewed 
abnormal behavior as functional and dynamic and stressed the impor-
tance of psychosocial processes (Ferguson, 2006).

Ansbacher and Ansbacher (1956) summarized key points related to 
Adler’s ideas on behavior problems: (a) An individual construes a mis-
taken view of himself, others, and the world, concomitant with mistaken 
goals and lifestyle; (b) because of these “basic mistakes,” he will feel over-
whelmed and inadequate to handle environmental stressors; (c) as a result, 
abnormal behavior is chosen to safeguard his faulty opinion of himself 
and the world; and (d) a central part of his mistaken view of life is a lack 
of concern for others and human interrelatedness. As Ansbacher and 
Ansbacher’s summary illustrates, Adler’s theory of behavioral disorders 
includes internal problems in thinking (self) combined with insufficient 
social cooperation (environment).

Another factor Adlerians emphasize in the development of behavior 
problems is how individuals overcome feelings of inferiority. Unhealthy 
striving to overcome feelings of inferiority can lead to complexes, which are 
“behavioral manifestations of inferiority feelings that interfere with meet-
ing the life tasks” (work, love, friendship; Carlson et al., 2006, p. 89). These 
behavioral manifestations are what Adlerians call safeguarding mechanisms 
and what the DSM calls symptoms. One’s method of striving to overcome 
perceived inadequacies may be mistaken, contributing to mental health 
diagnoses. Figure 7.1 illustrates Adler’s general view of psychopathology.

Adlerian Theory, the DSM, and Diagnosing
A major difference between Adlerian theory and the DSM is how problems 
in living are conceptualized. As noted, diagnosing using the DSM is based 
on the clinician’s perspective and expertise in formulating an external con-
ception about the client. Adlerians assume that each person is unique, with 
attitudes, behaviors, and talents that are distinctive from others. Although 
Adlerians interpret assessment data and provide clients with behavioral 
insights, they keep at the forefront the creative, phenomenological, and 
holistic aspects of each client.

Another significant difference is the language used by the creators of the 
DSM and that used by Adlerian practitioners. In the world of the DSM and 
diagnosis, clinical, medical, and somewhat negative terminology abound. 
Consider, for example, the terms disorder, with poor prognosis, and border-
line. Although Adler referred to now-antiquated terms as psychosis and neu-
rosis, he emphasized that individuals are not disordered but “discouraged,” 
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implying that attitudes, choices, and social circumstances have weakened 
the individual psychologically, physiologically, and behaviorally.

In a recent review of gender and diagnosis, Eriksen and Kress (2008) 
pointed out numerous struggles pertaining to a masculine bias in current 
diagnostic practice, noting that many diagnoses have greater prevalence 
among women. In addition, many diagnoses, especially personality dis-
orders, often fall along gender lines, suggesting that the practice reflects 
male and female socialization rather than a medical condition. It is well 
documented that Adler was ahead of his time regarding social equality. 
As Sweeney (1998) noted, Adler believed that the individual, regardless 
of race, gender, or sexual orientation, was the best judge of what is right 
for him or her. Adler was an outspoken advocate for the rights of others, 
representing a clear distinction from the inherent, although unintended, 
biases in the DSM and diagnostic practice.

A summary of comparison between the DSM and Adlerian theory 
across a number of categories is presented in Table 7.1.

Using the DSM Within the Context of an Adlerian  
Counseling Approach
Sperry and Maniacci (1992) admonished that if Adlerian psychology is 
to be accepted into contemporary mental health practice and research, 
Adlerians must be able to communicate the language of psychopathology 
with other professionals. Mosak (1977) and Dreikurs (1967) explored the 
manner in which diagnostic systems could work in harmony with Adlerian 
theory. Based on these works, Adlerian theory and the DSM can augment 
one another if utilized with care (Maniacci, 2002). In fact, Adlerian prac-
titioners are beginning to find confluence between the descriptiveness 
of the DSM and the explanatory mechanisms of Adlerian theory, with 
good, albeit imperfect, results (Carlson et al., 2006). Adlerians can respect 
and participate in the process of diagnosing and stay true to their theo-
retical assumptions; despite philosophical differences, there is a place for 

Table 7.1  Some Differences Between the DSM Diagnosis and Adlerian Theory

Category DSM/Diagnosis Adlerian Theory

Etiology N/A Early childhood experiences
Low social interest
Inferiority complexes

Nature Descriptive Some description; mostly explanatory
Language Clinical; deficit based Clinical; positive; encouraging
Orientation Nomothetic Idiographic
Emphasis External (outside of person) Phenomenological
Gender May have a masculine bias Inclusive
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both description (DSM) and explanation (Adlerian; Carlson et al., 2006). 
The close monitoring of contemporary mental health practice as well as 
the relatively recent emphasis on clinical accountability has increased the 
importance of the DSM and diagnosing in clinical practice. Thus, it would 
be impractical and irresponsible to eschew the entire process. Working 
with the DSM benefits everyone.

Maniacci (2002) highlighted four key methods for how Adlerian clini-
cians can use the DSM. First, the DSM can be interpreted as a chronology 
of organ inferiorities, from most to least. That is, biological factors play a 
large role in disorders listed at the front of the manual (e.g., dementia of the 
Alzheimer’s type) and play an increasingly smaller role in disorders toward 
the back of the manual (e.g., adjustment disorders). Second, most men-
tal disorders, excluding those with a clear biological substrate (e.g., men-
tal retardation), can be observed as a collection of inferiority complexes 
(Maniacci, 2002; Carlson et al., 2006). When feelings of inferiority become 
overwhelming, inferiority complexes emerge and the individual strives in 
unhealthy (or useless, as Adler put it) ways. DSM disorders are manifesta-
tions of this unhealthy striving.

Third, Adler posited that there were two phases of assessment and treat-
ment, the General Diagnosis and the Specific Diagnosis (Ansbacher 
& Ansbacher, 1956, as cited in Maniacci, 2002). The General Diagnosis 
includes the clinician’s first impressions, whereas the Specific Diagnosis 
either confirms or denies this first impression by collecting more precise 
information. According to Maniacci, the DSM corresponds to the General 
Diagnosis, allowing clinicians to formulate general conceptualizations 
about the client’s presenting concerns.

Fourth, the five axes diagnostic system can be interpreted through an 
Adlerian framework. According to Maniacci (2002), it would look like 
the following:

	 1.	 Axis I: The Arrangement
	 2.	 Axis II: The Lifestyle
	 3.	 Axis III: Organ Inferiority/Organ Jargon
	 4.	 Axis IV: The Shock
	 5.	 Axis V: A Barometer of the Life Tasks (p. 360)

It is perhaps this fourth point that is critical to a blending of the DSM and 
Adlerian theory in clinical practice; the integrity of the five axes can be 
maintained (thus allowing the clinician to follow agency protocol) and at 
the same time client problems can be viewed through an Adlerian lens 
(thus allowing the clinician to stay true to his or her theoretical position). 
The following demonstrates how Adlerians can expand upon a traditional 
DSM diagnosis. This expansion includes greater conceptualization and 
explanation as to the client’s presenting issues.
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Using an Adlerian interpretation of the five axes system, we begin with 
Axis II, which includes the client’s lifestyle or way of interacting with 
self, others, and the environment. The lifestyle may be a manifestation 
of biological/medical issues, or organ inferiorities/organ jargon, listed on 
Axis III. Organ inferiorities and organ jargon are the person’s methods 
for expressing the lifestyle through the body when communication is bro-
ken (Carlson et al., 2006). The client experiences stressors in his life, and 
these are experienced as a shock to his psychological integration (Axis IV), 
partly because of how he interprets these stressors according to his lifestyle 
convictions. Axis I includes the arrangement, in which the client arranges 
(i.e., chooses) certain symptoms as a way to safeguard negative early child-
hood experiences, psychosocial stressors, organ inferiorities, and inferior-
ity complexes (Maniacci, 2002).

As one can see, Adlerian theory can add richness to the standard five 
axes diagnosis. Importantly, an Adlerian perspective adds explanation 
to the client’s troubles, which provides “grist for the mill” in beginning to 
help the client.

Case Study
The following case study is an example of how clinicians can incorporate 
Adlerian ideas into the DSM diagnostic process, without violating the 
integrity of each system. The case study is a reflection of my own journey 
in attempting to integrate the DSM and Adlerian theory in a way where 
one enhances the other.

The counselor was an Adlerian practitioner in a local, outpatient mental 
health agency. The agency accepted a broad spectrum of clientele, includ-
ing children, adolescents, and adults. Typical DSM problems included 
Disruptive Behavior Disorders, Mood Disorders, Anxiety Disorders, Sleep 
Disorders, Personality Disorders, Substance-Related Disorders, and rela-
tional problems.

The agency management did not adopt any particular theory, nor insist 
that clinicians follow a certain theoretical model. However, clinicians were 
encouraged to bring different ideas and theoretical perspectives to the 
agency. The counselor’s background included training in Adlerian the-
ory (via coursework) and an internship in which he specifically practiced 
Adlerian techniques and ideas. In addition, he had been a practicing 
Adlerian counselor at the agency for a number of years.

The counselor met with Adam B., a 28-year-old African American male, 
who recently became verbally disruptive at home. Adam worked at a local 
factory ever since he graduated from high school, and was able to move up 
to mid-level floor manager in a relatively short amount of time. Adam was 
recently confronted by his employer about a series of concerns relating to 
tardiness, possible drinking behavior, and aggression with other employees. 
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Adam’s wife, Jennifer, gave Adam an ultimatum that he attend counseling 
and straighten out his life or she would leave him. According to Adam, he 
verbally assaulted Jennifer in front of several others at a recent party, and 
she said that this incident was the last straw. Adam confirmed that alcohol 
played a role in his verbal aggression. He noted that he likes to drink beer to 
unwind and admitted to having too much to drink that night. Adam said 
that he always used alcohol and that his father was an alcoholic.

Adam admitted that he just didn’t feel like himself anymore. He said 
he loves Jennifer, but had recently felt “down in the dumps” and that he 
would “never amount to anything.” Often, these “blue” feelings became so 
overwhelming that anger took over and he would take it out on others. In a 
phone conversation with Jennifer before the session, she noted that Adam 
was angrier than usual, often lost his temper, argued with her for no rea-
son, and seemed “touchy” and “overly sensitive.” However, Adam said that 
this was the first time any negative feelings were this strong.

Despite limited time in gathering a thorough background history, 
the counselor was able to gather enough information to make some pre-
liminary decisions. The counselor spent the entire 50 minutes complet-
ing the necessary paperwork, as required by the agency. Agency policy 
stated that a formal five axes DSM diagnosis needed to be completed 
within one week after first seeing clients. This policy was not unusual 
for counseling agencies, and it was based on mandates from third-party 
payers who demanded diagnoses quickly. However, the counselor knew 
that DSM diagnoses were not set in stone, and they could be modified 
if more information came out as counseling progressed. Indeed, the 
counselor also knew that he had the freedom to apply Adlerian assess-
ment techniques to get more specific information beyond the General 
Diagnosis.

Based on Adam’s description of the presenting issues, the counselor 
proceeded to complete a General Diagnosis based on the DSM:

Axis I: 	 305.00 Alcohol Abuse
		  296.21 Major Depressive Disorder, Singe Episode, Moderate
Axis II: 	N o diagnosis, prominent use of displacement and denial
Axis III: 	 Mild Hypertension
Axis IV: 	 Marital problems; Occupational problems
Axis V: 	 GAF 51 (current)

The counselor believed that Adam had an alcohol problem (Axis I), and 
that this problem probably fueled problems in other areas of his life. Adam 
did not seem to meet criteria for Alcohol Dependence, as he reported no 
symptoms related to tolerance or withdrawal. However, when he did drink, 
he usually went too far, leading to negative consequences (arguments with 
spouse, problems with work). The counselor also believed that Adam was 
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struggling with feelings of depression (Axis I), as evidenced by not feeling 
himself, feeling down or blue, and acting out these feelings by becoming 
angry.

The counselor did not suspect a personality disorder (Axis II). However, 
it appeared that Adam used the defense mechanisms of displacement and 
denial. This was evidenced by Adam’s tendency toward verbal aggression 
after having difficulties at work and his relatively limited acceptance of his 
problems, especially with alcohol.

Adam reported that he had a mild case of hypertension (Axis III). On 
Axis IV, Adam was clearly struggling with marital and occupational issues. 
On Axis V, Adam appeared to be struggling with moderate to severe symp-
toms, thus warranting a GAF of 51.

Based on the five axes assessment, Adam was struggling with issues of 
substance use and depression, had mild high blood pressure, was deal-
ing with marital and occupational pressures, and functioned somewhat 
poorly. However, we are left with limited information regarding what might 
explain these symptoms. As it stands, the General Diagnosis only provides 
a starting place (i.e., description) from which to begin helping Adam.

Adlerian Lifestyle Assessment
Over the next two sessions, the counselor conducted a lifestyle assess-
ment to help clarify the diagnostic picture and formulate a treatment 
strategy. In general, the lifestyle assessment included gathering infor-
mation about Adam’s family constellation, family atmosphere, and 
early recollections.

Adam grew up as the oldest of three children. He and his two sisters, 
Julianne and Anita, lived with their mother and father until Adam was 
8 years old, at which time the father left the family. The relationship between 
his mother and father was stormy, fueled by his father’s excessive drinking. 
Adam reported that one time he saw his father hit his mother after a late 
night of boozing. Adam spoke fondly of his sisters and said that he remained 
close through the years, despite typical sibling arguments. He noted that he 
was the hardest worker around the house, partly because he saw himself as 
their protector, especially when his father left. When asked to describe the 
emotional tone of the family while growing up, Adam used the following 
terms: “walking on eggshells,” chaotic, angry, sad, and never boring.

The counselor then proceeded to collect early recollections (ERs), and 
interpreted them using guidelines developed by Clark (2002), Sweeney, 
(1998) and Carlson et al. (2006). ERs are an important aspect of the life-
style assessment. Adler, who first called early memories old remembrances 
(Adler, 1929) believed that individuals select memories that reflect their 
current understanding and direction of life experiences (Sweeney, 1998). 
That is, ERs give clues as to the client’s basic attitudes and expectations for 
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meeting the demands of life, which aids in understanding current behav-
ior (Sweeney). Following each recollection, Adam was asked to provide the 
most vivid part of the recollection, as well as what emotions he felt during 
the incident. When asked for three to five ERs, Adam offered the following 
accounts:

ER #1:  My mother and I are traveling to the local grocery. I look over and 
see tears coming from her eyes. I asked her what was the mat-
ter, and she said, “nothing.” Most vivid part: My mother crying; 
Feelings: sadness.

ER #2:  I am in my bedroom and hear my father’s car come up in the drive-
way. It is about 2:00 a.m. I hear the keys jingling outside our 
door. I hear the door open and him stumble into the house. My 
mother was up waiting for him. She asked where he had been, 
and she was furious. I tried to forget about it the next day. Most 
vivid part: My father stepping in the house; Feelings: scared, 
anxious.

ER #3:  I am playing with my sisters and I take one of Anita’s toys. She 
begins to scream. My father comes in and tells me he is going to 
whip me. I smell alcohol on his breath. Most vivid part: alcohol 
on father’s breath; Feelings: terrified.

A particularly effective manner in which ERs can assist in the diag-
nostic process is by connecting them to classes of DSM disorders. Take a 
moment to examine Adam’s ERs, and see if they can provide clues to the 
diagnostic picture.

The first ER appears to indicate themes of sadness. The second ER 
appears to have themes of drunkenness, anxiety, and fear. The third 
ER again has a theme of drunkenness with the associated emotions of 
anger and fear. From this information, one can glean a particular diagnos-
tic picture; the themes of alcohol in two of Adam’s ERs suggest the pos-
sibility of an Alcohol-Related Disorder on Axis I. The themes of sadness, 
fear, anxiety, and anger suggest a possible disturbance of mood, again on 
Axis I. Adam’s ERs also highlight general family conflict, which seems to 
correspond to his current marital and occupational difficulties (Axis IV). 
The theme of anger, which Adam may tend to keep inside, may have con-
tributed to his mild hypertension, listed on Axis III. As one can see, ERs 
can be a compass that points clinicians in the correct diagnostic direction, 
a proposition supported by empirical research (Clark, 2002).

Specific Diagnosis
Taking the lifestyle assessment into account, the counselor formulated a 
Specific Diagnosis, using Adlerian psychology as a framework. Below is an 
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Adlerian model for diagnosis (the general diagnoses are in parentheses). 
Revisiting the five axes diagnosis, we come up with the following:

Axis I: the Arrangement (Alcohol Abuse, Major Depressive Disorder)
Axis II: the Lifestyle (No diagnosis; prominent use of displacement 

and denial)
Axis III: Organ inferiority/Organ Jargon (Mild hypertension)
Axis IV: the Shock (Marital distress; Occupational problems)
Axis V: Barometer of the Life Tasks (GAF: 51; Maniacci, 2002)

By including this Specific Diagnosis, Adam’s clinical picture would 
read something like this: Although Adam did not meet criteria for an 
Axis II personality disorder, his lifestyle can be understood in terms of his 
early childhood experiences and early recollections. Adam was the old-
est of three children in a family in which his father was uninvolved and 
emotionally distant. At home, he witnessed his father become verbally 
and physically abusive toward his mother, and drink alcohol excessively. 
The household had an anxious and angry emotional tone as the children 
never knew how their father would respond when he came home drunk at 
2:00 a.m. on weekends. Adam also witnessed his mother grow increasingly 
helpless and she always seemed to be sad about life. When Adam’s father 
left, the family experienced a minimum of structure in daily life: Adam, 
being the oldest, felt that he needed to take on the fatherly role, especially 
by completing chores, watching over his two sisters, and taking care of 
his mother. Taking on the father’s role was difficult as Adam did not have 
much opportunity to pursue his dreams in school or his own developmen-
tal milestones.

Adam developed the conviction that other people’s needs must come 
before his and that nobody could be trusted. He spent the latter part of his 
childhood and his teenage years caring for the family, which resulted in 
trying to please others outside of the family, even at the expense of his own 
needs. Because he did not trust others, he often took on responsibilities 
himself without asking for help. However, the desire to please others, com-
bined with festering unmet psychosocial needs, often turned into resent-
ment against others and the world. As a show of defiance, Adam would 
turn to alcohol and choose symptoms of depression to get people in his 
service.

Adam’s mild hypertension (Axis III) reflects unresolved anger at the 
impossible task of always trying to please others. The current marital 
difficulties with Jennifer, as well as his occupational problems with his 
employer, (Axis IV) proved to be too much for him to handle in a psycho-
logically healthy manner. He could no longer keep bottled up feelings of 
frustration, anger, and unmet needs inside, so he used alcohol excessively 
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to garner revenge against the world and his family. This underlying anger, 
however, was the result of a deeper sadness that Adam felt at the loss of 
his father, as well as the loss of most of his childhood (Axis I). The alco-
hol abuse (and associated consequences), verbal aggression, and depressed 
feelings became the catalyst for a sharp drop in daily functioning (Axis V), 
and a wake-up call for others to intervene. His arrangement of Axis I 
(Maniacci & Sackett-Maniacci, 2002) was made possible by the following 
issues: (a) His father had a history of alcohol problems, in which there may 
be a possible genetic vulnerability as well as a model for how to handle 
life’s problems; (b) His mild hypertension was congruent with pent-up 
hostility and sadness; and (c) His choice of alcohol abuse and depression 
is consistent with his lifestyle convictions that served to preclude getting 
his own needs met (e.g., I must please others, even before my own needs; 
I cannot depend on and trust others . . . but I am worthless and thus can’t 
help myself).

Table 7.2 outlines the General and Specific Diagnoses. Notice how the 
Specific Diagnoses are not designed to contradict the General Diagnosis, 
but rather add explanatory power.

At the next counseling session, the counselor proposed to Adam the 
General Diagnosis followed by the Specific Diagnosis based on the lifestyle 
assessment. As the counselor interpreted the lifestyle for Adam, he was 
careful to use Adler’s technique of hypothesis interpretation (HI). Adler 
was often fond of saying, “everything could be different.” That is, clini-
cians may have an idea of what is causing the client’s distress, but they do 

Table 7.2  A Comparison of the General Diagnosis and Specific Diagnosis in the Case of Adam

Axis General Diagnosis Specific Diagnosis

I Alcohol Abuse Frustration, anger, unmet personal needs
Major Depressive 
Disorder

Revenge against the world, others, family; sadness; 
family history of alcohol use; convictions with 
themes of pleasing and inability to do things for 
self

II No diagnosis Other people’s needs come before my own
Defiance against the world and others
ER themes of sadness, anxiety, and abuse

III Mild hypertension Unresolved anger and frustration leads to organ 
weakness

IV Marital difficulties
Occupational difficulties

Marital and occupational difficulties overwhelmed 
psychological resources

V GAF = 51 General functioning has dropped sharply, getting 
attention of family
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not have hegemony on absolute truth about the client. Adler believed it 
was respectful and appropriate to check out the clinician’s hunches with 
the client, to see if counseling is on track. HI is simply phrasing clinical 
hypotheses tentatively, such as, “could it be that” and “is it possible that.” 
Following this insight, the counselor proposed the Specific Diagnosis to 
Adam and then asked for his perspective.

Adam was a little concerned about being labeled relative to the General 
Diagnosis; however, he generally agreed with the Specific Diagnosis. At 
this point, the counselor and Adam progressed through three of the four 
phases of Adlerian therapy: establishing rapport and relationship, under-
standing and investigation (via lifestyle assessment and diagnoses), and 
interpretation. The counselor and Adam now turned to the final phase, 
reorientation and change, which began with the treatment plan.

Treatment Planning and Change

The reorientation and change phase entails the development of a treatment 
plan (based on the diagnoses outlined above), as well as interventions to 
help Adam change behavior and feelings, reduce symptoms, adopt health-
ier lifestyle convictions, improve his self-outlook and self-esteem (Mosak 
& Maniacci, 1999) and make better overall choices. In an abbreviated 
format (adopted from Maniacci & Sackett-Maniacci, 2002), Adam’s treat-
ment plan is presented below. Notice how letters A to C include immediate, 
more short-term interventions, and D and E entail longer-term interven-
tions consistent with Adlerian theory.

	 A.	 Crisis Management
	 1. Continued assessment for suicidal ideation and intentions
	 2. Assess for violence potential and potential to harm others
	 B.	 Medical and Somatic Interventions
	 1. Meet with physician to address mild hypertension
	 2. Psychiatric evaluation to determine need for medication
	 C.	 Short-Term Goals
	 1.	R aise awareness of alcohol use and consequences; explore 

options for goals (abstinence or controlled drinking?)
	 2.	 Teach relaxation skills to help Adam stay physically calm 

when he begins to feel upset
	 3.	 Marital and/or family counseling if spouse is in agreement
	 D. 	Long-Term Goals
	 1.	 Challenge core lifestyle convictions regarding his need to 

always please others; teach healthier, more rational convictions
	 2.	 Challenge client’s faulty lifestyle goal; co-construct a new, 

more rational goal
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	 3.	 Explore client’s impact on others; assess and explore ways to 
increase social interest

	 4.	 Examine cultural variables and the possible impact of racism
	 5.	 Teach client to have the “courage to be imperfect”
	 6.	 Continued lifestyle assessment; collect ERs periodically to 

assess progress
	 E. 	Ancillary Services
	 1.	 Group counseling for men with a focus on anger management 

and controlling alcohol use.

The treatment plan serves as a general map of counseling. As with the 
diagnoses, however, the treatment plan is not set in stone, and unforeseen 
circumstances can necessitate adjustments. For the counselor, the success 
of Adam’s counseling depended greatly on challenging his “basic mistakes” 
and faulty lifestyle goals and enhancing his social feeling. In general, the 
basic mistakes and faulty goals were creating too much emotional tension, 
which needed to be released over time, and was often released through 
inappropriate use of anger or drinking.

Consistent with Adler’s approach to psychotherapy, the counselor 
emphasized the therapeutic relationship and offered much encouragement. 
The counselor made a point to emphasize Adlerian sensitivity to Adam cop-
ing with a dysfunctional family and society (i.e., institutionalized racism) 
and pointed out that his enormous strength had allowed him to cope so 
well as a “surrogate” father, and now a husband and worker. The counselor 
validated his frustration with life events that he could not control yet some-
how managed until the present. Adam was hardworking and responsible, 
unlike his father, but he was exhausted and with good reason. In spite of 
all that life has thrown at him (chaotic home, alcoholic and absent father, 
needy mother, expectations to be a “father,” experiencing racism), he was 
open to receiving help at this time in his life. This validation proved to be 
important for Adam to hear, and demonstrates Adlerian sensitivity to the 
overwhelming environmental circumstances clients can face.

The counselor also offered plenty of encouragement to try new behav-
iors learned during the reorientation and change stage. As Ferguson (2006) 
noted, if poor decisions and choices made early in life can lead to behav-
ioral problems in adulthood, then new insights and practice can lead to 
new goals and corresponding positive changes in behavior.

Specific Foci and Issues of Adam’s Treatment
Another key focus in Adam’s treatment was to optimize his talents and 
strengths, which helped to generate intrinsic motivation to change his 
behaviors. Here, we discover how Adlerian theory can compensate for the 
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shortcomings of the diagnostic process. That is, the DSM and process of 
diagnosis force clinicians to ask, “What is the problem with this client? 
What is wrong with him?” Adlerian theory, on the other hand, forces cli-
nicians to ask, “What are the client’s strengths and how can he use them 
to make better choices?” Thus, if a clinician works solely from the DSM 
and associated framework, there is a tendency to categorize by dysfunc-
tion rather than function. As Mosak and Maniacci (1999) noted, Adlerian 
theory takes an optimistic approach to helping others.

However, despite the optimistic and positive emphasis from the Adlerian 
perspective, Adam was still faced with the diagnostic label. Although 
diagnostic labels can be a convenient way to simplify complex behaviors, 
labeling also leads to stigmatization and can force clinicians to adopt an 
overly narrow focus in treatment. The idiographic orientation of Adlerian 
theory necessitates a more comprehensive conceptualization of the client. 
Fundamentally, using Adlerian theory can help the clinician and Adam 
move beyond the diagnostic label, realizing that diagnosis is just one piece 
of the puzzle that makes up the unique nature of the client.

As noted earlier, ERs are an important aspect of the lifestyle assessment. 
There are many ways ERs can be used in the counseling process, beyond 
the understanding they provide during the lifestyle assessment. For exam-
ple, ERs can be a possible way to gauge client progress. As Clark (2000) 
noted, Adler believed that clients who improve their attitudes about life 
and general functioning often report changes in their ERs or new memo-
ries that reflect more positive themes. Using the case of Adam, after signifi-
cant improvement in his functioning (after about 6 months of counseling) 
he reported the following recollection: “I am playing with my sisters at 
home. They were hiding from me and I was counting to 10 and chasing 
them around the house. It was fun and I remember laughing. Most vivid 
part: Chasing my sisters; Emotional tone: Happiness. Adam’s ER reflected 
the important changes he made in his life to improve his mood and remain 
abstinent from alcohol. The more positive recollections do not negate the 
difficulties Adam experienced while growing up with his family. Rather, 
they simply reflect a more positive outlook on his current life. Counselors 
who collect ERs over the span of counseling can determine progress by the 
content and themes of the recollections.

Sweeney, Myers, and Stephan (2006) outlined an innovative way to com-
bine the use of ERs with Developmental Counseling and Therapy (DCT). 
DCT, developed by Allen Ivey (1986/2000), is a cognitive-behavioral 
approach where counselors take into account the cognitive-emotional-
developmental style of clients and match counseling interventions to 
facilitate client growth and development (Sweeney et al., 2006). There are 
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four cognitive-emotional-developmental styles: sensorimotor, concrete-
operational, formal-operational, and dialectic/systemic. (An explanation 
of these styles is outlined in Chapter 6). The DCT clinical assessment pro-
tocol offers a strategy that clinicians can use to facilitate meaning-making 
of client ERs, which helps them to uncover mistaken notions of self, others, 
and the world (Sweeney et al., 2006). Ultimately, the goal of bridging DCT 
with Adlerian ERs is to help the client identify ineffective rules for living 
(or “fictive notions,” as Adler called them) that were established early in 
life, and create more appropriate, preferred life rules. This strategy was 
utilized to help Adam address his faulty rule: “My needs are not impor-
tant so therefore I need to be everything to everyone.” (For more informa-
tion on combining Adlerian ERs with DCT, see Sweeney et al.’s excellent 
article on the topic).

Conclusion

Based on the author’s experience, clinicians should not be afraid to inquire 
about using assessments and approaches that are consistent with their 
counseling philosophy in community mental health agencies. When I was 
working as a counselor in a mental health agency, management personnel 
required standard assessment procedures (including DSM diagnosis) and 
paperwork, which were a part of every client file. However, I inquired if 
additional assessments could be used, based on Adlerian ideas. In essence, 
I was free to use whatever approach I wanted, as long as agency proto-
col was followed (including the mandate to diagnose). Thus, beyond the 
agency paperwork, I was able to incorporate an Adlerian assessment, diag-
nose via an Adlerian lens, and implement Adlerian counseling principles 
with my clients.

The combined use of the DSM and Adlerian theory is essentially a con-
trast between real-world mental health practice (DSM) and counseling 
philosophy and theory (Adlerian). The real-world reality is that the DSM 
and diagnosis is here to stay. Keeping this fact in mind, how do Adlerian 
practitioners work with this practice instead of against it? Perhaps the best 
solution is for Adlerians to acknowledge the differences and similarities 
in the conceptualization, assessment, and treatment of client problems 
and explore creative ways to incorporate the diagnostic process into their 
practice; using the DSM does not mean that they need to abandon their 
theoretical perspective. As Maniacci (2002) noted, greater comprehension 
of psychopathology (based on the DSM) and Adlerian theory can occur by 
working together and if both are used properly.
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Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 (a)	� Highlight the main philosophical differences between the 
DSM and diagnoses and Adlerian theory.

		  (b)	� Can you think of other differences, beyond what is stated in 
this chapter?

		  (c)	� Why is it important from a clinical practice standpoint to 
acknowledge these differences?

	 2.	 (a)	� What are the strengths and limitations of the current diagnos-
tic system based on the DSM?

		  (b)	� In what way(s) can Adlerian theory make up for the limita-
tions in the current diagnostic system and DSM? How can 
Adlerian theory enhance the diagnostic process?

	 3.	 Explain how early recollections can be used to aid in the diagnos-
tic process and be incorporated into a client’s counseling plan.

	 4.	 Describe Adler’s view of how psychopathology develops. How can 
the DSM and diagnosing add to this conceptualization?
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8Chapter 

Career-Style Counseling
Mark L. Savick as

Adler’s Individual Psychology offers a perspective on vocational develop-
ment that enriches the classic career-counseling model. The present chap-
ter contains an elaboration of this assertion and a presentation of methods 
and materials that career counselors can use to bring the Adlerian per-
spective to their work. The chapter begins with a review of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the most widely used approach to career counseling: 
matching persons to occupations. What follows is a discussion of four 
ways in which Adler’s Individual Psychology elaborates this matching 
model to be more useful to counselors. The remaining two thirds of the 
chapter contain a presentation of Individual Psychology materials and 
methods specifically designed for Adlerian career counseling or, more pre-
cisely, career-style counseling. The presentation of career-style counseling 
is divided into three sections. The first section consists of a description of 
a structured interview that counselors use to collect data about a client’s 
career style; the second section holds ideas on how counselors think about 
these data to assess the client’s career style; and the third section contains 
a description of a model for career-style counseling.

The Matching Model

The classic model for career counseling (Parsons, 1909) is based on the psy-
chology of individual differences. Counselors use individual differences to 
match people with suitable and viable occupations. The fundamental prop-
osition of the matching model follows the wisdom of the familiar maxim, 
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“birds of a feather flock together.” Counselors measure clients’ interests 
and then identify corresponding occupations in which their interests may 
be enacted and rewarded. These congruent occupations offer clients oppor-
tunities to integrate personal needs with job demands and thereby experi-
ence occupational success, work satisfaction, and job stability.

Career counseling that follows the matching model can be likened to 
a translation service. A linguist translates Spanish into English; a career 
counselor translates a client’s personality into occupational titles. For 
example, if clients seem nurturing and dominant, then the counselor 
may translate their self-concepts into occupational titles such as teacher, 
counselor, minister, nurse, or other occupations in which the worker offers 
guidance to individuals and groups. The counselor then encourages clients 
to explore these occupations.

The matching model is embedded in the major career-counseling inter-
est inventories. These inventories automate the translation task. In respond-
ing to interest inventory items, clients describe themselves in terms of the 
constructs provided by the inventory’s author. The scoring keys for the 
inventory comprise theoretically or empirically derived descriptions of 
successful workers in a variety of occupations or work environments. The 
results profile a client’s similarity to workers in different occupations. In 
effect, results plotted on the profile sheet translate the client’s self-concept 
into occupational titles. Test interpretation is the prime counseling method 
that counselors use with the matching model and materials. Counselors 
interpret interest inventory results to clients in ways designed to encourage 
vocational planning, guide occupational exploration, and facilitate career 
decision making.

The matching model with its inventory materials and interpretation 
methods is very popular with both clients and counselors. In fact, many 
clients begin their initial interview by requesting an interest inventory 
because they have heard from others that inventories are useful. Counselors 
like interest inventories because they provide occupational titles to discuss 
with clients. Few counselors deny that interest inventories can be used 
effectively with clients who are ready to translate their self-concepts into 
occupational titles.

Readiness, however, is essential if the use of inventories is to be effective. 
A great many clients have not crystallized their self-concepts and so they 
are not ready to respond meaningfully to interest inventories, especially 
those that present occupational titles as items. When asked to respond, 
they do their best, yet their indecision and confusion in dealing with inven-
tory items produces inconsistent, undifferentiated, and unstable profiles. 
Every career counselor has experienced frustration while interpreting flat 
or inconsistent profiles to disappointed clients.
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Most counselors soon learn that interest inventory interpretation does 
not help clients who lack a clear and stable picture of who they are and what 
they want in life. These clients benefit from help that develops their self-
concepts and clarifies their career goals. Career counselors need materials 
and methods that ease clients’ identity development and goal selection. 
Such techniques make clients consider their own experiences and opinions 
instead of just reacting to interest inventory items.

Adler’s Individual Psychology (IP) broadens the classic matching model 
as well as its methods and materials to accommodate the needs of these 
clients. IP elaborates the core constructs of the matching model. It also 
offers methods and materials that widen the range of clients that the 
model addresses. IP’s attention to life goals and career styles can help clients 
develop their identities. This self-knowledge prepares them to make occu-
pational translations that capture their spirit, not just their stereotypes of 
the world of work.

Adlerian Enhancement of the Matching Model

IP counselors appreciate matching for fit, yet view it as static. Therefore, 
they expand the classic matching model, beyond predicting occupational 
fit based on individual differences in traits such as interests and abilities, 
to include how people use the traits they possess. IP counselors agree with 
Uncle Remus, who said to Br’er Rabbit, “it ain’t what you got, it’s how you 
use it.”

Similar to trait-and-factor counselors who apply the classic matching 
model, IP counselors inventory clients’ abilities, interests, and values. 
However, they concentrate on how their clients use these traits to fit in; 
that is, to belong, contribute, and cooperate. Adler’s psychology of use can 
elaborate the classic matching model in at least four ways because it:

	 1.	 expands the core construct of fit,
	 2.	 concentrates on uniqueness,
	 3.	 explains how interests develop, and
	 4.	 thus clarifies the meaning of career decisions.

Elaboration 1: From Fit to Belongingness
Individual Psychology elaborates counselors’ conceptions of occupational 
fit and enhances their ability to communicate it to clients. In describing 
the classic matching model, vocational theorists present occupational fit 
as the core construct for psychological and pragmatic reasons (Holland, 
1997). Empirical evidence shows that goodness of fit between a person and 
occupational position relates to job satisfaction and success. IP theorists 
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agree and add social and philosophical reasons to support person-position 
fit as the criterion for career choice.

The IP elaboration of the fit construct rests on ideas about belong-
ingness and social interest. Each individual is born into the stream of 
history. When a baby arrives, the community already exists. The toddler’s 
experience can be likened to someone being pushed to center stage as the 
curtain rises for Act II. Without knowing what occurred in Act I, the actor 
must try to fit into the ongoing story and relate to the characters who share 
the stage. The successful actor moves toward the other characters, learns 
to cooperate with them, and thus carves out a role. In life, the child should 
move toward the family and community. They in turn must welcome the 
child in order for the child to feel belongingness.

When the child feels belongingness, the child can form attachments 
and develop social interest. The child then responds to social expectations 
(also called developmental tasks) to become somebody in relation to other 
people. To thrive, children must make a place for themselves in the com-
munity through work, friends, and love. ἀ us, fit leads not just to earning 
personal payoffs, like success and satisfaction, but also to making social con-
tributions. People must ask both selfish and selfless questions in trying to 
fit in: Where can I make my place? How can I contribute? To answer these 
questions, people should consider their unique goals and talents.

Elaboration 2: From Similarity to Uniqueness
In the classic matching model, interest inventories deal with how the cli-
ent is similar to workers in different occupations. The Adlerian perspective 
addresses these similarities yet also deals with individuality. IP emphasizes 
the uniqueness of a life in progress because Adlerian counselors believe 
that people design their own personalities. A person is both the artist 
and the painting. People shape and channel their movement through an 
ever-widening social context by structuring personal goals and means. 
To understand clients, IP advises that counselors learn what clients intend 
and how they propose to do it. Clients’ goals and means reveal their unique-
ness, whereas interest inventories profile their resemblance to other peo-
ple. Inventories measure how clients feel about occupations, not how they 
intend to use them to achieve their goals and become more effective and 
complete.

Elaboration 3: From Inventorying Interests to Creating Interest
Once a counselor understands a client’s life goals, the counselor knows 
the client’s orientation to life and the general direction in which the cli-
ent heads. Adlerians call the client’s way of moving to a goal guiding lines 
(Griffith & Powers, 1984). Knowing a client’s goal and guiding lines allows 
the counselor to envision the client’s career path. Think of a real path that 
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you can walk along in your own neighborhood. What you meet along the 
path can attract or repel you. You have to react to what you encounter 
even if the reaction is disinterest or boredom. Objects on a different path 
require no reaction, assuming that you even know they exist. By analogy, 
only occupations along our guiding lines can become interesting to us. We 
recognize these occupations and, if we evaluate them as potentially useful, 
may become interested in them.

Life goals preoccupy us. They shape our outlook; that is, how we 
approach a subject. From this subjective starting point, we look out for 
environmental opportunities to objectify our life goals. When we see 
them, we subjectively link ourselves to these objects by forming an inter-
est. To paraphrase Angyl (1941, p. 55), an interest is not what defines the 
direction, but on the contrary, the direction defines what can become an 
interest. As the American novelist John Dos Passos (1959) wrote, “People 
do not choose careers, they are engulfed by them.” Thus, counselors help 
clients to articulate interests that may be useful to them.

This view of the origin and development of interests fits best for careers 
in the professions. Blue-collar workers often do not have an opportunity to 
select work based on their interests. They may have to select from job alter-
natives narrowed by the opportunity structure in their community. Often 
they must settle for the job they can get or choose the job that pays the 
most. These workers express their interests through leisure activities and 
family roles rather than through work.

Elaboration 4: From Matchmaking to Meaning-Making
The classic matching model and its interest inventories focus on occupa-
tional choice, not the career decision-making process. Adlerian counsel-
ors distinguish between occupations that clients choose and how they make 
their choices. This expands the focus of vocational counseling to include 
the career decision-making process. From the perspective of IP, the career 
decision-making process denotes clients’ search for a synthesis between 
their dreams and reality; that is, an integrative solution to the problems of 
growing up. Counselors evaluate the success of clients’ attempts at synthe-
sis by comparing their private sense (dreams) to common sense (reality).

Adlerians refer to private sense as the private logic that clients use to ori-
ent themselves to life and answer questions such as (1) Who am I?, (2) What 
is this world like?, and (3) How and where do I fit in? In contrast, Adlerians 
refer to common sense as answers to these questions that make a contribu-
tion to the community. The degree of congruence between a client’s private 
logic and the community’s common sense indicates the probability that 
the client will adapt successfully to the challenges of occupational choice 
and work adjustment.
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Clients’ private logic includes their “guiding fictions,” that is, their con-
clusions about what they need to feel less incomplete and more secure. 
Guiding fictions also are called fictional goals because they define a client’s 
ideal self-concept and conception of success. In the process of career deci-
sion making, clients’ use their private logic to evaluate occupations and 
to select ones along their guiding lines that move them closer to their fic-
tional goals. An occupation that evokes interest initially attracts a person 
because in some way it deals with that person’s guiding fiction. Interests 
relate inner needs with outer means. Thus, the occupations that interest 
clients have a personal meaning for them. Typically people have unexam-
ined ideas about how certain occupations will help them reach their fic-
tional goals and become more complete. Knowing clients’ guiding fictions 
enable counselors to understand the hidden reasons (Dreikurs, 1973) or 
meanings behind their career goals and occupational interests.

In discussing their occupational interests with other people, clients 
talk in commonsense terms about the public meaning of their occupa-
tional interests. Rarely do clients spontaneously articulate the guiding 
fictions that direct their careers or the hidden meaning behind their 
occupational interests. For example, several of my clients have wanted to 
become physicians. They all gave the same commonsense explanation of 
their interest in medicine: they liked people and science. Yet each client 
invested medicine with a different fictional goal, such as being in control, 
overcoming clumsiness, playing with winners, being right, or pleasing 
father. Their hidden reasons for choosing medicine expressed guiding fic-
tions about what it would take for them to move from a felt minus to a 
perceived plus.

Common sense understands this idea of occupational choice as a means 
of turning problems into opportunities. We all have heard stories about a 
person overcoming stuttering to become an orator, a girl overcoming polio 
to become an Olympic track star, a boy overcoming shyness to become a 
famous actor, or a woman overcoming her lisp to become an accomplished 
newscaster. Although these are dramatic examples, they are not rare. IP 
contends that everyone forms guiding fictions as they grow up and that 
everyone’s private logic distorts reality to some degree. Thus, in facilitat-
ing a client’s career decision making, Adlerian counselors always attend to 
private logic and uncover guiding fictions in general and hidden reasons for 
occupational interests in particular.

For example, a girl grew up with the guiding fiction that she could 
belong only if she could please other people. In most instances, she was 
able to get along well. However, with regard to career choice, her father 
and grandfather were displeased when she considered anything other than 
law. Although she wanted to become a teacher, she felt completely lost and 
worthless when her father was displeased. She sought career counseling for 
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the first time during her final year in law school. She asked the counselor 
to help her understand why she hated law school and to predict how she 
would fare as a lawyer. The counselor helped her to examine her fictional 
goal of pleasing other people and her hidden reason for choosing law. She 
ultimately became a law professor to integratively resolve her problem in 
growing up.

Adlerian Career Counseling

Because of their concern with belongingness, uniqueness, usefulness, and 
meaning-making, Adlerian career counselors typically do not use interest 
inventory materials or test interpretation methods. They implement an IP 
career-counseling model through prototypal Adlerian materials such as 
the Family Constellation Interview Guide (Dreikurs, 1954, 1973); Shulman 
& Mosak, (1988a) or Clark (2002). IP counselors use these materials to 
elicit clients’ unique experiences and opinions so that they may assess cli-
ents’ life goals and career styles. Characteristic IP methods for interpreting 
the assessment to clients and facilitating their decision making (lifestyle 
management) or reorientation (lifestyle modification) are presented or 
explained in Chapters 5, 6, and 13 of the present book.

Counselors who try them usually report that IP materials like the 
Life Style Inventory (Shulman & Mosak, 1988a) are extremely useful as 
they work with clients to facilitate identity development, enhance self-
awareness, and translate identities into occupations. However, they also 
report three disadvantages in using the Life Style Inventory and simi-
lar materials with career-choice clients. First, the questions lack face 
validity for career clients. When clients begin career counseling, they 
do not expect to be asked about their childhood experiences, family 
relationships, or early recollections. Although communication and rap-
port engage them, career clients hesitate before discussing these topics. 
Second, the materials are extensive, taking two and sometimes three 
sessions to complete. Third, much of the data gathered with the Life 
Style Inventory pertain to career-adjustment counseling; that is, help-
ing clients cope with problems at work. Although enlightening, data 
about family constellation and early recollections are unnecessary for 
career-choice counseling. To eliminate these disadvantages, some coun-
selors do more than adapt lifestyle counseling materials and methods to 
address career choice. They have developed IP materials and methods 
specifically for career-choice counseling.

Collectively, I refer to these materials and methods for implementing 
an Adlerian approach to person–position matching as career-style counsel-
ing. The remainder of the present chapter describes career-style counsel-
ing materials and methods, starting with interview materials designed to 
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elicit career-style data from clients, continuing with assessment methods 
to interpret career-style data, and concluding with career-style counseling 
methods.

Career-Style Interview

The career-style interview consists of stimulus questions that seem valid to 
career-counseling clients and elicit from them opinions and experiences 
relevant to their career choices. They are intended to help clients ask better 
questions of themselves. The questions elicit the narratives that they are 
working on to provide meaning for their lives. The stories reveal life goals 
and career styles that clients think can solve a problem or make them more 
complete. The stimulus questions are sequenced into a structured career-
style interview. The topics flow smoothly and keep clients actively engaged 
in self-exploration while they describe themselves for the counselor. The 
stimulus questions deal with (1) role models, (2) magazines/television 
shows, (3) favorite story, (4) mottos, (5) school subjects, and (6) leisure 
activities.

Before posing further questions, the counselor asks the client, “How can 
I be useful to you as you construct your career?” The client’s response to 
this initial question frames the ensuing dialogue. First, it sets the agenda. 
It states explicitly what the client wishes to accomplish through consulting 
a career counselor. If it is not something the counselor can do, then there 
must be a negotiation or a referral. Second, the counselor listens carefully 
to hear the solution the client already has in mind. Part of the process of 
counseling is to have clients articulate and narrate that solution so they 
themselves hear what they want to do next. As the known is spoken, cli-
ents hear themselves articulate their own answer to the question they have 
posed to the counselor. Third, the counselor relates the responses to the 
six questions to this initial framework. In a sense, the framework alerts 
counselors to what they must hear as the client speaks and then assist cli-
ents to hear their own narratives. And finally, at the end of the session or 
set of sessions, the counselor restates the initial response and then asks the 
client, “Have we done this?” This final question ensures that the contract is 
fulfilled and the client leaves believing that counseling has been successful 
and satisfactory.

Question 1: Models
The first topic in the career-style interview addresses self-concept. Coun
selors begin the career-style interview by investigating a client’s solutions 
to their predicament in life as portrayed by role models. To identify a cli-
ent’s role models, the counselor might say, “Whom did you admire when 
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you were growing up?” If clients do not understand, then the counselor 
can ask them whom they respected, maybe even enough to imitate. With 
clients who cannot think of anyone, the counselor may suggest that it does 
not have to be a famous person or fictional character. This often leads a 
client to name a relative or family member. After the client has named 
one model, the counselor asks for two other models. When the client has 
named three models, the counselor discusses in turn each model starting 
by asking the client to “Describe this person to me.” It sometimes takes 
prodding, so the counselor may ask the client to “just tell me about the 
person. What were they like?” The counselor closes the first topic by asking 
for each model: “How are you like this person and how are you different 
from this person?”

It is not unusual for a client to name a famous animal as a model. In fact, 
many counselors have said that they admired the dog Lassie in children’s 
movies because she was always able to help out and save the day. A crisis 
counselor said he admired the cartoon superhero character Mighty Mouse 
for much the same reasons. A gentle and kind social worker reported that 
his hero was Ferdinand the Bull. He went on to explain what that meant to 
him in relation to his alcoholic father. Two different clients admired Peter 
Pan. Both clients had trouble accepting adult responsibilities and eventu-
ally chose occupations in which their childlike lifestyles were assets.

As clients discuss their models, counselors should concentrate on what 
clients admire about their models more than whom they admire. In attend-
ing to whom clients admire, counselors err by relying on stereotypes and 
what the model means to them personally. I recall a clear example of this 
mistake. I was doing a public demonstration of counseling with a dis-
advantaged student who said that he admired a football player. Several 
counselors in the audience jumped to the conclusion that the young man 
viewed professional athletics as his way out of the ghetto. In explaining 
why he admired the athlete, the young man told several stories demon-
strating how the athlete was independent, artistic, and manly. This athlete 
modeled for him the self-confidence, independence, and vision that cor-
responded to his secret dream of being an architect. The young man chose 
his model because the athlete showed him that a person can be artistic 
without being effeminate. The athlete modeled a way for the young man 
to accept his mother’s encouragement to be artistic and reject his father’s 
admonition that, if he did, he would not be a real man.

As clients discuss role models, the counselor should think of what the 
models imply to form follow-up questions. Effective follow-up questions 
express inferences, not interpretations, so clients find them thought provok-
ing and occasionally humorous. For example, someone who admires Bat 
Man and Robin might be asked, “Do you mask your identity?” or seek to 
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right wrongs without others knowing who did it? Do you prefer having a 
helper to share the challenges you take on? The client’s answers to follow-up 
questions increase the counselor’s understanding of the client’s career style.

In talking about their models, clients describe themselves. A model 
shares the client’s plight yet has found a way out of the predicament. In 
responding to questions about models, clients implicitly tell counselors 
about the problems that they wish to solve above all else. As they describe 
the personality of their models, they are actually narrating their self-
concepts. As architects of the self, they have selected certain blueprints 
from which to build a self. These traits constitute the means they believe 
necessary to resolve their predicament. Thus, counselors may identify the 
problems that structure clients’ goals as well as the means that they use to 
move toward these goals. In other words, a client’s model identifies a cen-
tral life goal, articulates and labels the client’s central concern, and reveals 
what the client thinks it will take to overcome that problem.

In a lifestyle interview counselors ask clients to describe what kind of a 
man was their father and what kind of a woman was their mother. Clients 
respond by telling what impresses them about their parents’ example. From 
their answers, counselors learn about parents as clients’ standards for what 
it means to be a man or a woman and how to live as such. These archetypes 
are usually an unexamined part of a client’s private logic. In contrast to 
the unexamined guiding lines that parents provide, people purposefully 
choose role models to show them how to work out a role and how to reduce 
their feelings of incompleteness or inferiority.

Experienced career counselors often ask their clients to compare a role 
model to a guiding line. The differences between the guide and model reveal 
the link between that client’s problems and goals and thus map the client’s 
line of movement from a felt minus to a perceived plus. For example, one 
client described his father as tough and his mother as tender. He loved them 
both and felt torn between their contradictory styles of relating to other 
people and situations. His way of integrating these contradictory poses was 
to imitate Robin Hood, whom he described as tough yet tender in defeating 
villains and helping people in need. The client eventually directed a social 
work agency, a role he enacted in a tough yet tender manner.

Question 2: Magazines
The second topic in the career-style interview addresses preferred environ-
ments. Having considered the client’s self-concept, attention turns to the 
types of work environments in which the client might prefer to enact that 
self-concept. To explore occupational environments, counselors start by ask-
ing clients which magazines they enjoy reading. As prods, they ask clients 
if they subscribe to any magazine or read one regularly. Typically, I try to 
elicit two or three magazine choices before asking clients to describe what 
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they enjoy reading in each magazine. It is useful to get some detail about 
the sections that clients like most or what attracts them to the magazine.

We ask about magazines during a career-style interview because maga-
zines vicariously immerse readers in an environment. Favorite magazines 
tell us about the environments that fit the client’s style. As they listen to a 
client’s responses, counselors link them to the client’s responses about role 
models and consider if the magazines represent environmental outlets for 
interests that the client finds useful. For example, the student who admired 
the athlete liked Jazz Musician and Architectural Digest. A client who emu-
lated his favorite movie dog hero’s helpfulness enjoyed People, National 
Enquirer, and Psychology Today.

Occasionally, a client does not read magazines. In these instances, the 
counselor may ask clients about favorite television programs. It usually 
turns out that they watch some television programs regularly. Favorite 
television programs, similar to favorite magazines, also provide informa-
tion about preferred environments. Television shows us things and takes 
us places; the program channels our attention to a particular environment. 
Watching ἀi s Old House takes us to a different environment than does 
watching Crime Scene Investigation or Friends.

Question 3: Favorite Story
The third topic in the career-style interview addresses life scripts. Accord
ingly, the third question asks clients to briefly tell their favorite story. 
People are attracted to books in which a major character experiences prob-
lems similar to their own problems. It comforts them to learn how another 
person resolved a similar problem. Clients find encouragement in how 
the character dealt with the problem and sometimes even imitate that 
character’s coping strategy. In short, the favorite story provides a script 
or prescription for living that the client finds especially useful. The story 
can become a beacon that points the way forward. For example, Bronson 
Alcott once profoundly remarked about ἀ e Pilgrim’s Progress, “The book 
gave me to myself.”

The counselor inquires about a favorite story by asking clients to name 
their all-time favorite book or movie. After they name the book or movie, 
the counselor asks the client to tell what the movie or book is about, to 
briefly relate the story. In the story line, I listen for how the script unites 
the client’s own self-concept and preferred environments into a life plan. 
In telling the story, clients usually talk about their own possible futures. 
Typically, clients’ favorite stories portray clearly their central life problem 
and how they think they might be able to deal with it.

Some clients demonstrate this idea more clearly than others. For exam-
ple, a female premedical student frequently read Gone With the Wind 
because the heroine Scarlett O’Hara fascinated her. At an unexamined 
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level, she was dealing with how to be a physician without deviating from 
her female gender guiding line. She found that this book addressed the 
fear that her needs for achievement and intimacy conflicted. Another cli-
ent read Hemingway’s Old Man and the Sea as a parable that addressed 
his creativity and hypersensitivity. Another individual watched the crime 
movie ἀ e Godfather repeatedly because for her it told the story of a man 
who brings order to a community by providing a value system and explain-
ing rules for living. She went on to a career of writing books and making 
social commentaries on these topics, not a life of crime.

Question 4: Mottos
The fourth topic in the career-style interview addresses clients’ advice to 
themselves. A favorite saying or motto is the best advice the client has for 
herself or himself. It is a form of autotherapy in which the client repeat-
edly tells the self what he or she must do to become more complete. Some 
mottos that clients have used are “that which flows from the heart alone 
brings others to your own”; “you got a mouth, use it”; “better safe than 
sorry”; and “if it’s going to be, it’s up to me.” If clients do not have a motto, 
counselors can ask them to repeat a saying they remember hearing or cre-
ate a saying. With encouragement, even reluctant clients can formulate 
something. It might provide a helpful example now, if readers identified 
their own favorite saying and reflected upon how that saying relates to 
their life overall and to the challenges they now face.

Question 5: School Subjects
The fifth topic in the career-style interview addresses the clients’ talents, 
skills, and abilities. Counselors investigate clients’ school experience to con-
sider what talents they have developed and how they use their abilities. I do 
this by asking clients about their success (grades) and satisfaction (hap-
piness) in different classes, which may be viewed as work environments. 
Counselors start by inquiring about which subjects clients liked the most. 
After clients describe their favorite subjects, counselors ask them about 
disliked subjects. Then, together they review each subject in detail to 
determine what clients liked about it and what skills each course required. 
From these answers, counselors can assess clients’ abilities, aptitudes, and 
achievements.

We ask clients to separate teachers from subjects to avoid confusion. 
Sometimes clients report a particular subject as their favorite, yet this 
subject does not fit with their career style. On inquiry, it turns out that 
the client enjoyed the teacher. For example, one artistic and creative cli-
ent loved ninth-grade Latin. It turned out that he disliked the subject yet 
admired the teacher. His favorite part of the course occurred when the 
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teacher digressed from Latin instruction to relate life experiences and per-
sonal opinions.

Question 6: Leisure Activities
The sixth topic in the career-style interview addresses developing com-
petence and confidence through leisure activities. In addition to self-
expression, leisure presents opportunities for personal development. 
Through leisure activities clients can work on feelings of incompleteness 
or inferiority. Leisure can be autotherapeutic because in structured play, 
people can symbolically cope with activities or objects that they are unable 
to master in real life. Through leisure activities, people develop skills and 
strategies that eventually enhance their competence and confidence and 
enable them to cope with the problems in real life. In this sense, play is 
rehearsal. Hobbies are halfway between play and work. So in examining 
a client’s leisure activities, counselors may concentrate on the competencies 
being developed and confidence being gained.

We begin to examine clients’ leisure activities by asking them what they 
like to do in their free time and, if they need a prod, what hobbies they enjoy. 
If they still need prodding, counselors can ask clients what they did last week-
end. An example may explicate the self-development function of leisure. A 
homemaker who was housebound and felt unproductive decided to learn to 
play tennis. She played every day during one summer. At the beginning of 
summer she was pale, overweight, and clumsy. By the end of summer she 
was tan, slim, and a tournament winner; that was what her playmates saw. 
They did not recognize her increased achievement motivation, competitive-
ness, and confidence. She had learned that not only could she compete with 
men, she could beat them at their own game. That fall, she started her own 
small business and succeeded. Through tennis she had moved from a felt 
minus to a perceived plus by transforming her feelings of incompleteness 
and inferiority into feelings of competence and competitiveness.

Sometimes clients say unexpected things. For example, one client loved 
bowling. I thought that physical competence or competition made the 
interest useful to her. Surprisingly, she said her favorite part of bowling 
was keeping score. As she did so, she grew in skills she sought, namely 
becoming more accurate, responsible, and efficient.

Career-Style Assessment

After completing the initial interview, I analyze the clients’ stories to assess 
their career styles. Adlerian career counseling focuses on stories because 
it views language as the efficient means for building careers out of com-
plex social interactions. In those relationships, language and stories are 
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construction tools for making meaning. Clients, as they tell their stories, 
feel that they become more real. The more stories they tell the more real 
they become. The more they view their “me,” the more they develop their 
self-concepts. Storytelling crystallizes what clients think of themselves. 
Many clients laugh and cry while telling their stories because they see 
their life themes emerge in the space between client and counselor. It is 
important that counselors help clients understand the implications of what 
they have said in telling their stories. This means relating the theme to 
the problems posed in the beginning of the interview. It is also best to 
use the client’s most dramatic metaphors and favorite words (i.e., those 
they have used repeatedly). At the same time, I expand the language that 
a client has available to make meaning out of experience. Career counsel-
ing may offer clients the logical language of Holland’s theory and model 
of Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social Enterprising, and Conventional 
(RIASEC) personality types and environments as well as the dramatic lan-
guage of stories and the symbolic language of poetry. Helping clients to 
enlarge their vocabulary of self increases their ability to share their experi-
ence through the story and to understand and communicate who they are 
and what they seek.

Before beginning counseling, the counselor must assess the meaning 
presented in the client’s stories, relate this meaning to the initial reason 
they sought counseling, and prepare to retell the client’s stories in a coher-
ent manner that draws a sharp character sketch, extracts the life script, and 
encourages emerging engagement with the world of work. Experienced 
counselors can make these preparations as they conduct the career-style 
interview so that immediately after finishing the sixth question they begin 
counseling. For example, if they can only meet with a client once, they will 
spend half the time conducting the interview and half the time counsel-
ing with the client. For example, if they have only one hour with a client, 
they spend 25 minutes conducting the interview and the remaining time 
engaging in counseling dialogue. If more than one session is possible, then 
the tasks of interviewing and counseling may be divided.

Typically, I spend the first session conducting the interview, the sec-
ond session engaging in counseling, and a third and final session in doing 
follow-up. I try to have a week between the first and second sessions and 
a month between the second and third sessions. Sometime in the week 
between the first and second session, I prepare for the session by doing 
an eight-step assessment routine that digests the client’s responses to 
the career-style interview into a coherent story that addresses the initial 
request for counseling. In short, I prepare to repeat to the clients their 
story as we begin the second session. The following practice case serves to 
illustrate the eight-step routine. Read the following career-style interview 
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data, and if you wish, before reading further, perform your own assess-
ment of the client’s career style, career path, interests, and occupational 
prospects. Then read about the eight-step routine using this practice case 
to illustrate it.

Practice Case
The client was a male, 19-year-old college sophomore majoring in biology. 
In response to the question of how counseling might be useful to him, he 
replied, “I want to figure out why I am so depressed when I go into the sci-
ence building.” He reported that he had a 4.00 grade point average and that 
the biology faculty regarded him as their most talented student.

Models: Abraham Lincoln because he (1) lost political campaigns yet 
never gave up, (2) got up and gave speeches, and (3) wrote 
speeches.

Thomas Edison because he was (1) imaginative, (2) practical, 
and (3) told other people what to do.

Walt Disney because he came up with and built imaginative 
things.

Magazines: Time and Newsweek for movie reviews and politics.
Jazziz for articles about jazz music and musicians.

Television Show Star Trek, space adventure, imagination
Books: Winesburg, Ohio, about a boy who works for a paper and wants 

to write.
Motto: The unexamined life is not worth living.
School Subjects: Liked history of how foreign policy was shaped, and English, 

especially drama in plays. Disliked science and mathematics.
Leisure Activities: Play trumpet, build models

The following eight steps in summary form provide an Adlerian 
approach to career-style assessment. First, counselors may begin to make 
sense of the client’s stories by reviewing how she or he wants to use the 
counseling experience. These goals frame the subsequent analysis of the 
stories and the counseling to follow. The frame provides a listening filter 
with which to hear the stories. For example, in response to the introduc-
tory question of “How can I be useful to you in constructing your career?” 
one client said that she did not know why she could not choose a major and 
she would like help in making a choice. This gave me two points of refer-
ence. She wanted me to help her understand why she could not choose as 
well as to move her closer to making a choice. So in reviewing her career 
stories, I listened to her past experiences with and views of making deci-
sions. I was particularly interested in how decision making related to her 
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life themes, one of which was struggling to become free from domination 
by her mother’s goals for her life. Note that she was not asking, at least 
initially, for help in identifying a choice. First, she wanted to know what 
was holding her back. In the practice case, the client stated that he wanted 
to figure out why he became depressed when he entered the science build-
ing. He was doing excellent work yet he was unhappy, an example of how 
satisfaction may not always follow success.

Second, counselors may review the client’s responses to the role model 
question. As the architects of their own character, individuals select role 
models as blueprints. Models are selected because they have solved the 
problems the clients now face. Clients incorporated these key figures as 
ego ideals, imitated some of their salient behaviors, and now identify with 
them. How clients describe their role models reveals core elements in their 
own self-concepts and articulates their psychosocial identities. As I review 
the descriptions, I circle repeated phrases because they indicate the core 
self-concept. I then formulate a brief and sharply drawn characterization 
of the client’s self-concept and personality traits. In later stories I look for 
how these qualities are used and reaffirmed.

In the practice case, the client’s first model was Lincoln. I immediately 
wondered how someone modeling himself after Lincoln became a major in 
biology. Taken together, the three models show an enterprising and artistic 
personality, one that may not enjoy sitting in biology lectures. In describ-
ing Lincoln, his first and most important comment was that Lincoln never 
gave up. This probably is a core trait of his self-concept. He sees himself as 
someone who faces adversity without quitting. Considering the repeated 
words in his descriptions of his three models, it seems that he has designed 
himself as someone who might write political speeches that are imagina-
tive. I already began to think that the client was depressed in the science 
building because he did not fit the other inhabitants’ requirements nor 
value the same rewards. Also, one may wonder if the reason that he did not 
switch majors may have something to do with not giving up.

ἀ ird, counselors may consider responses to the magazine/television 
show question to determine the client’s preferred environments. The 
counselor benefits from using a structure to conceptualize environments. 
It is easy to apply Holland’s RIASEC typology of work environments to 
magazines and television shows. For example, People magazine is a social 
type whereas Car and Driver is a realistic type. Using the RIASEC system 
makes it easier to look for matching occupational titles in the Dictionary 
of Holland Occupational Codes (Gottfredson & Holland, 1999). A good 
alternative system is to analyze the magazines or television shows for the 
prominence of data, people, things, and ideas. In the practice case, the cli-
ent preferred environments that are political and imaginative.
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He likes reading about politics and movie reviews as well as watching 
Star Trek. It seems as though there is a good fit between his self-concept 
and the environments he prefers. However, again we do not find interest 
in scientific or investigative environments. So both his self-concept and 
environmental preferences are out of step with his life as a biology major 
in the science building.

Fourth, counselors may look to the client’s life script in their narration 
of their favorite story from a book or movie. Stories are narrative resources 
that society provide to help individuals make sense and purpose for their 
lives. A client’s synopsis of a favorite story brings together in a unified 
storyline the self portrayed in role models and the social niche portrayed 
by favorite magazines or television shows. It integrates disparate elements 
of life into a dynamic whole that links personal commitments to recog-
nizable niches in the social world. This is a key step in career counseling 
because it concentrates on what the client wants to do next. For example, 
the young woman who wanted to free herself from her mother explained 
that her favorite story was about a girl who goes on a voyage by herself, 
and this is what she herself did later in a job that had her travel the country. 
In short, at this point the counselor looks to craft a tentative biography for 
the client in which the self-concept enters a preferred environment and 
enacts a script that leads to a life-enhancing career. A goal of counseling is 
to have clients edit and then adopt this storyline as a form of biographical 
agency with which to negotiate role transitions.

In the practice case, the client states a script about “a boy who works 
for a paper and wants to write.” It takes little acumen to understand how 
this script enacts the self-concept in a fitting environment. It is so clear 
that one wonders how the client who narrates this story does not see it 
for himself.

Fifth, counselors may consider the client’s motto. Its deeper meaning 
should now be evident. The epigram offers encouragement that clients 
give to self in pursuing the next step in their life plan. It reinforces whom 
they are and where they want to go. Oftentimes the saying directly and 
succinctly provides the wisdom clients seek in entering counseling. The 
counselor should carefully compare the motto to the client’s response 
to how counseling could be useful to them. The counselor may help the 
client to appreciate how their motto actually provides the wisdom they 
seek. It is after all their advice to themselves. I return to the motto several 
times in the last ten minutes of counseling to make sure that clients hear 
their advice to themselves and learn that the answers they sought from the 
counselor were actually within themselves all the time.

In the practice case, the advice given to the client by the client is to 
examine your own life. The counselor now comprehends how the client 
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does not see that he is a person who wants to write for a paper or political 
campaign. The client avoids thinking about it. The reason for coming to 
counseling is now quite clear; the client indeed wants to seriously examine 
his life and figure out his next move and distant future. Depression keeps 
him preoccupied so he does not have to examine the matters. The coun-
selor should eventually repeat to the client many times that now is the time 
to examine his life, which is indeed his best advice to himself. The exami-
nation will clarify the matter because his story is so coherent, continuous, 
and complete.

Sixth, having identified the script and advice to self, counselors may 
turn to talents already mastered in examining favorite school subjects and 
skills being rehearsed in leisure activities. The main idea is to show how 
these skills are needed to enact the script described in step four or realize 
the advice identified in step five.

In the practice case, the client preferred studying foreign policy and 
English. These are excellent subjects for someone who might write 
speeches, become a political analyst, or entertainment writer. The dis-
liked subjects of science and mathematics lack the imagination and ini-
tiative he values. The leisure pursuits of playing improvisational jazz 
rehearse the self-expressiveness he must cultivate, and building things 
increases the confidence he needs to take hold of his own life and redirect 
it where he must go.

Seventh, the counselor, in this penultimate step, brainstorms some 
occupational titles that may engage the client. Having organized the 
client’s story in the first six steps, possible occupations are usually self-
evident. However, to expand the list counselors may turn to a more formal 
procedure. At this point, person–occupation translation materials devised 
to implement the classic matching model of career counseling are very 
useful, such as Holland’s typology of vocational personalities and work 
environments. With Holland’s typology, I can assign a type code to each 
hobby, magazine, school subject, and self-descriptive adjective that the cli-
ent mentioned during the career-style interview. Using clinical judgment, 
I sum the results to determine an occupational type code and then use the 
Dictionary of Holland Occupational Codes (Gottfredson & Holland, 1999) 
to identify occupations that correspond to the client’s occupational type 
code. When they have a list of occupational prospects in hand and the cli-
ent’s career style and fictional goal in mind, I have almost completed the 
career-style assessment.

In the practice case, it seems unnecessary to consult occupational infor-
mation booklets. The client wants to write for a newspaper, magazine, or a 
political campaign. He wants out of biology and into journalism or politi-
cal science. However, for practice’s sake, the client’s RIASEC vocational 
personality type seems to be Enterprising and Artistic (EA). Thus, the 
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counselor could select several jobs from occupation finders that combine 
enterprising and artistic activities, such as journalist, columnist/commen-
tator, author, critic, editor, copywriter, creative director, editorial writer, 
lawyer, politician, actor, technical writer, performing arts manager, and 
advisor/consultant.

Eighth, the counselor, in this last step, formulates a response to the cli-
ent’s initial request for consultation. It may not be, and often is not, sug-
gestions about educational majors to pursue or occupations to choose. It 
usually is about clarifying some issue that makes the client hesitant about 
moving forward. In the practice case, we have the biography of a boy who 
wants to write imaginative speeches, for either himself or politicians to 
present. We see that he wants to write imaginative speeches from repeated 
words he used to describe his role models. From his favorite magazines, 
we find that the environmental niche is in politic arenas or journalism 
offices. His favorite television program is imaginative. His preferred script 
is to work for a newspaper and write. His advice to himself is to examine 
his life. In examining his life during counseling he will find that he does 
not want to give up being a science major because his core self-concept is 
as a person who never gives up. Nevertheless, he will acknowledge that he 
wants to write, not do science. He could become a science writer, yet he is 
more interested in writing about politics or entertainment. His difficulty 
is that he cannot easily change majors because he views it as giving up. He 
hesitates to move in the direction of his life script because it would violate 
his core self-concept. The counselor is now quite prepared to respond to the 
client’s request for assistance in understanding why he becomes depressed 
when he enters the science building.

The counselor’s goal in crafting this biographical sketch and initial 
response to the framing question is not “to be right.” As Aristotle noted, 
there are so many more interesting things to be than right. Specifically, 
Adlerian counselors try to be useful to their clients. In comparing your 
assessment of the practice case to mine, do not get stuck in the dichotomy 
of right versus wrong. Instead, look at both assessments and ask yourself, 
“How useful would these assessments be to the client in easing his self-
exploration and prompting occupational exploration and career decision 
making? Two different assessments could be equally useful.

Career-Style Counseling

Having performed the eight-step assessment of the interview data, the 
counselor now is ready to begin counseling. This could be in the second 
half of the initial hour or in a second session. I usually follow a four-part 
agenda of dialogue and deliberation, if it suits the client’s needs. The coun-
seling agenda begins with a summation of understanding. The counselor 



202  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy

retells the client’s story in a coherent and crisp manner, and then follows 
that telling by relating to the storyline the reasons the client sought coun-
seling. In the practice case, the story will be about an imaginative young 
man who wants to write and work for a newspaper, yet is having difficulty 
in examining his life because he does not want to give up his current pursuit 
because it would make him feel like a quitter. A counselor might open the 
session by saying something such as, “The reason you are depressed when 
you enter the science building is because it does not reward imaginative, 
young men who want to write political speeches or social commentaries.” 
A counselor might then say:

You move through life as a communicator who uses oral and verbal 
skills to entertain, report, persuade, supervise, and advise other peo-
ple. Your style includes the use of imagination, persuasiveness, and 
perseverance to identify and deal with practical problems or chal-
lenges. You appreciate the usefulness of writing, politics, perform-
ing, teaching, human relations, and managing, and consulting. Your 
future success and satisfaction may follow the path of writing or 
speaking about how to make decisions and solve practical problems.

In presenting this summation of understanding, I follow principles taught 
by Dreikurs. Counselors thoroughly address the strengths and limitations 
in clients’ career styles. They relate clients’ ways of doing things to their work 
habits and attitudes in general and their educational-vocational successes 
and failures in particular. Two techniques make the discussion concrete. 
One technique is to identify examples of clients’ career styles as expressed 
in their present behavior, preferably during the last five minutes or, if not, 
some things they said or did during the career-style interview. The other 
technique is to ask clients to cite an example of something they have done 
during the last week that also expresses their career styles. Clients are so 
embedded in their own style that they do not realize they have a style. We 
must be sure that clients recognize their career styles before discussing 
where they are heading.

In pursuing the career-style counseling agenda, Adlerian counselors use 
the IP counseling methods described in Chapter 6. Their methods involve 
at least two dimensions of counseling. Along the relationship dimension, 
they use empathy, encouragement, and humor to maintain collaboration 
and keep the client’s attention on what needs to be done. Along the com-
munication dimension, they use interpretation, facilitative confrontation, 
suggestion, teaching, and clarification to increase self-knowledge and 
vocational development as well as to facilitate career choice and commit-
ment to that choice.
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After revising the character sketch with the client, who after all is the 
author of it, the second agenda item deals with interests as criteria in mak-
ing occupational choices. After helping clients recognize their career styles, 
counselors discuss interests that clients can use to move toward their goals. 
I may start by explaining that interests are not simply feelings, they have 
meanings, both public and private. Then I may discuss how an interest 
connects a career style to the environment. This lays the groundwork for 
naming clients’ interests, discussing the hidden meanings that their inter-
ests hold, and explaining how these interests can be useful to them. In dis-
cussing how well various interests serve fictional goals and express career 
styles, we should be as specific as possible and cite examples from the cli-
ent’s life experience.

To make a client’s career path concrete and memorable, some counselors 
use success formula materials to describe a career path. I use the contents 
of Table 8.1 to help clients state their success formula. Together we select 
the three roles that best characterize the client’s career style and fictional 
goal. Then I ask the client to complete the following sentence with one 
phrase from each of the three roles clusters: “I feel successful and satisfied 
when I ________________.” The client picks the phrases and together we 
arrange them into a success sentence that the client can use to identify and 
evaluate prospective occupations. For example, one client selected “solve 
problems” from the thinker role cluster, “help others” from the helper role 
cluster, and “share feelings” from the creator role cluster. She combined 
them into her success formula: “I feel successful and satisfied when I help 
others solve their problems and feel better.” The client in the practice case 
chose the influencer and creator roles to produce the following success for-
mula. “I am happy and successful when I convince others through writing 
speeches and articles.”

Next, in the third agenda item, counselors explain to clients how they may 
use their interests and success formulas to identify occupations to explore. 
No one has time to explore every occupation, so each client must identify a 
set of plausible occupations to investigate. Some counselors help clients do 
this by systematically describing their preferred work roles, activities, and 
settings. This discussion develops implicit interests into explicit criteria for 
screening occupational prospects. For example, following a discussion of 
this type, the client in the practice case came to say that he was interested 
in a job that would allow him to play a leadership role, use intellectual and 
persuasive abilities, and work in an entrepreneurial setting.

Having a short list of occupations to investigate allows the counselor 
and client to collaborate on constructing an exploration plan. A plan con-
sists of activities that will help clients see choices clearly so that their abil-
ity to decide is enhanced. Most clients do not know how to explore and 
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clarify their choice alternatives. Therefore, counselors must teach them 
about exploratory behavior in conjunction with suggesting specific activi-
ties that will increase the clarity of their choices.

The fourth item in the counseling agenda addresses how clients use pri-
vate logic to process career decision-making tasks. On the one hand, if com-
mon sense can comprehend and validate their private logic, then counselors 
may reinforce clients’ private logic and apply it to their career decision-
making tasks. On the other hand, if common sense cannot comprehend 

Table 8.1  Success Formula Elements Grouped by Organizational Roles

Doer Helper

Work with tools Helps others
Think with my hands Work with people
Make or repair things Offer advice
Use mechanical ability Provide a service
Apply physical skill Be outgoing and pleasant
Work outdoors Help children
Work with animals Help the elderly
Work with nature Teach
Demonstrate a skill Counsel

Thinker Influencer

Solve problems  Make decisions
Work with science Convince others
Work with math Lead a group
Use logic Use power
Research ideas Act with enthusiasm
Figure out how things work Sell things
Read Be the center of attention
Analyze situations Be dynamic
Discover Have a lot of variety

Creator Organizer

Be independent Be precise
Share feelings Be part of a team
Be sensitive Record data
Paint Type
Play an instrument Organize materials
Write Have a set routine
Apply artistic flair Know what is expected
Decorate Carry out orders
Design work in a team Keep records
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or validate their private logic, then counselors reveal this to clients and 
explain how the guiding fictions in their private logic cause their career 
indecision or unrealism. Invalid ideas in a guiding fiction usually take the 
form of preemptive distinctions, oversimplifications, or overgeneraliza-
tions in a client’s fictional goal (e.g., If I were __________________, then I 
would be safe, secure, and significant). The more exaggerated these invalid 
ideas become, the more they delay or distort career decision making.

 An example of how a client’s private logic can delay or distort career 
decision making may be useful here. I recall one client whose ambition was 
to be respected. However, in his fictional goal he oversimplified respect 
to mean control: “If people obey me, I will be safe, secure, and signifi-
cant.” He succinctly expressed this mistaken idea in his motto, “my way or 
the highway.” This exaggerated distinction distorted his career decision-
making process in that he considered only occupations that offered him 
respect in the form of power, possessions, and prestige. Because it was 
irrelevant to his goal, he had not considered how he would contribute to 
society or how his need to control other people would impair his relations 
with coworkers and family members.

A client’s private logic enters common sense when two people talk about 
it during a counseling session. By representing common sense, counselors 
help clients reevaluate mistaken ideas. A counselor may begin by explain-
ing to the client that the mistaken idea is understandable but not neces-
sary. This may take the form of explicating where the idea came from and 
why it is no longer needed. With clients who mistake respect for control, a 
counselor might explain how the need to control people served an adaptive 
purpose earlier in their lives yet how it is now maladaptive. Thus, the need 
to control people is understandable in light of past circumstances but not 
necessary in present situations.

In confronting the previous client’s mistaken idea (i.e., respect equals 
control), the counselor should use a phrase that captures the client’s imagi-
nation and compels him to reconsider the idea. For example, the counselor 
might impress upon the client that “our way is the highway” leads people 
to respect him whereas “my way or the highway” leads people to fear him. 
At this point Dreikurs might ask, “Tell me please, what is more important 
to you—winning peoples’ cooperation or attempting to dominate them 
and lose their cooperation and respect?” This discloses the hidden reason 
for their behavior while presenting undesirable consequences to the client 
without judgment. Further, the counselor may suggest that the next time 
the client experiences a lack of cooperation to ask himself if it was “my way 
or the highway” to which others responded?

In the practice case, the client clearly comprehends what he wanted to 
do for a career. Yet he could not understand why he was stuck and unable 
to change majors. During counseling he quickly came to understand that 
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his private logic considered changing majors an admission of weakness 
that would make him a quitter. However, this cognitive insight was insuf-
ficient to enable him to act. It took several additional counseling sessions 
to encourage him to make the change. It was particularly helpful when he 
transformed the idea that changing majors would make him a quitter to 
not changing majors meant that he was giving up on his passion. In short, 
he would be quitting on himself if he did not change majors. This trans-
formation enabled him to move forward with confidence and enthusiasm. 
Years later, the counselor learned that the client in the practice case had 
graduated as a major in journalism, completed law school, and worked as 
a speechwriter for a prominent politician.

While the prototype of career-style counseling emphasizes an agenda 
with four main topics, seasoned counselors adjust the direction of the coun-
seling dialogue to what the client needs at the time. The agenda of charac-
ter sketch, interests, occupations, and decision making can be rearranged 
or partially employed depending on the counselor’s assessment. The key 
point is that the agenda of counseling always deals with the client’s unique 
story, belongingness in the work world, potential social contributions, and 
meaning-making. The ultimate goal is to encourage the client to choose an 
occupation that matters to him or her and to the community.

Summary

The present chapter asserted that Adler’s Individual Psychology enriches 
the classic model for career counseling by elaborating its constructs and 
extending its applicability to a wider range of clients. Furthermore, the 
chapter explained how an approach called career-style counseling resolves 
problems that arise in adapting Adlerian lifestyle methods and materi-
als for clients who want to make a career choice. In describing career-
style counseling, the chapter dealt with the assessment of career styles, 
the identification of career paths, and the recognition of private logic in 
career decision making. It presented counseling methods for interpreting 
clients’ career styles to them and correcting mistaken ideas that delay or 
distort their career decision making. It also presented materials that coun-
selors may use to perform and assess career-style interviews with clients 
and articulate their success formulas. Hopefully, as more counselors do 
career-style counseling, they will increase its effectiveness by developing 
its methods and devising additional materials. Anyone interested in seeing 
career-style counseling in practice may wish to review an interview, dem-
onstration, and commentary by the author (Savickas, 2006).
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Study Questions

	 1.	 Explain how the rationale for the Adlerian Matching Model of 
career counseling expands the classic Parsonian Matching Model.

	 2.	 Why is Adler’s “psychology of use” an improvement over the “psy-
chology of possession” that is manifest in interest inventories?

	 3.	 Use Adler’s Individual Psychology to explain the origin of 
interests.

	 4.	 The essence of Adlerian career counseling is to clarify choices so 
that a client’s ability to decide is enhanced. How does career-style 
counseling clarify choices?
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9Chapter 

Guiding Children Through Social 
Interest and Cooperation

There is no more important responsibility for adults guiding young people 
than winning their cooperation while respecting their right to become an 
individual of consequence within the family, school, and community. There 
many distractions to addressing this responsibility, but in due course if not 
addressed deliberately and positively, the result will be conflict, disagree-
ment, and inevitably more time devoted to correction than would have 
been necessary for prevention. As cited in earlier editions of this book, 
research on cooperative education methods compared to traditional com-
petitive methods has been consistent over the years in favoring cooperative 
education by grade levels, gender, and cultural groups. 

Young people achieve, learn best, and enjoy school more through coop-
erative education methods. It is truly remarkable that all schools have not 
adopted such a philosophy and methods. Nevertheless, each classroom can 
be transformed just as each household can create an environment where 
everyone benefits from encouragement and cooperation.

The predicament of teachers and parents in guiding the young is much 
like the proverbial iceberg. There are hundreds of small to large hassles 
teachers and parents face every day in their contact with children and ado-
lescents. These are opportunities or minefields in development depending 
upon how they are handled. Even conscientious teachers and parents find 
themselves discouraged and defeated in their efforts to fulfill their most 
basic responsibilities in the face of disrespect, overt challenges to authority, 
and lack of cooperation. Over many years of in vivo practice, the Adlerian 
philosophy of human relationships, and its methods and techniques have 
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succeeded very well in correcting and preventing the conflict between 
adults and young people. The following lays a foundation for the general 
thrust of Adlerian child guidance.

Principles of Child Guidance

Before one can presume to influence the behavior of another person, one 
must first establish premises on which actions are based. Teachers and 
parents, for example, often subscribe to cultural expectations that remain 
unexamined and yet central to their discouragement as they find them-
selves unable to fulfill these expectations. Adlerians especially try to expose 
the folly of the “good mother” or the “good teacher” who has perfect con-
trol of his or her children and who sees to their every need.

Each person, no matter how young, decides 
how he or she will approach life tasks.

Central to the development of personality is the concept that each per-
son, no matter how young, decides how he or she will approach life tasks. 
Genetic factors, family, friends, cultural values, and general environment 
definitely influence the individual’s interpretations of what life means. 
What happens to the child or what he or she possesses genetically, however, 
is not as important to understand as how he or she values and consequently 
acts toward these circumstances. Respect for the child as a thinking, valu-
ing human being is essential. As will be illustrated in later sections, all 
children are far more able than most adults credit them for being.

An important principle to understand is that one can influence another 
individual’s behavior, but only under most extreme circumstances can one 
control another’s attitudes and behavior. Dreikurs often said that you can-
not make others do anything they choose not to do! This is important for 
two reasons. First, adults can be freed of the burden to do the impossible—
control another human being. Second, it clarifies the first step in attempt-
ing to influence someone else’s behavior—one often must change his or her 
own attitude and behavior first! This change is very hard for many teachers 
and parents to accept in practice. They ask how can I teach or take care of 
my responsibilities if I cannot control the children? The answer is not so 
simple. It is by helping the children to learn self-discipline.

If adults realize that children make the best choices of which they are 
capable from the perceptions they have of the situations, the matter of the 
adult changing their own behavior can be more easily accepted. If what 
an adult does (e.g., telling or spanking) does not result in cooperation, 
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continuing to do it in all probability will not help a problem situation. 
Changing one’s own behavior, however, changes the alternatives open to 
the child and then he or she must decide anew how to respond.

Only the most discouraged person will move away from participa-
tion with others. Even the angry person needs someone with whom to 
fight. Adler believed that people naturally are inclined to move toward 
other people and to make a place for themselves. Consider a new person 
assessing where he or she fits in a group, if at all, and how to establish 
himself or herself as a member. Everyone experiences these feelings, 
each with his or her own expectations of what probably will happen. 
Teachers and parents can use this understanding to help children find 
their place in new ways and to establish new expectancies for how they 
can participate.

Cooperation, not conformity, is the goal of Adlerian work with chil-
dren, parents, and teachers. Cooperation requires respect for self and 
others, shared responsibility, and a commitment to the tasks at hand. 
Occasionally, the author has heard an adult say, “He is lazy” or “She isn’t 
motivated.” Closer inspection reveals quite the opposite is true. Children 
expend considerable energy toward aggravating adults in very ingenious 
ways! Their goals are not toward cooperation with the adults, but they non-
verbally agree to carry on a disagreement.

Cooperation requires mutual respect and understanding.

Young children often say “no” even when they mean “yes.” “No” is a 
statement of personal power to withhold cooperation. Too many adults 
become impressed with this expression and actually encourage children 
to use it more often by trying to correct it verbally. As children grow older, 
they learn “no” can be expressed in many subtle ways. For a child’s social 
interest to be nurtured, he or she requires opportunities to develop mas-
tery in those aspects of social living suited to his or her capabilities. From 
getting up in the morning to learning to help with family activities, a child 
requires opportunities to participate, share, and benefit from the labors of 
daily living. Too often, these opportunities are denied by the faulty notions 
of parents on one hand, that they as parents have an obligation to provide 
for the child’s needs and, on the other, that they should assign to the grow-
ing youngster responsibilities that parents prefer not to do themselves. 
Such paradoxes are the foundation of many conflicts.

Cooperation, then, requires mutual respect and understanding. Talking 
together with genuine regard for the other’s opinions, suggestions, and 
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concerns is an important activity for all parties involved. This kind of 
communication requires practice and a new understanding of one’s role as 
participant. Adlerians use group activities extensively as a means of edu-
cating and encouraging others in this type of communication.

A summary of Adlerian thoughts for adults who guide children follows:

	 1.	 Freeing myself of the mistaken notion that I should control the 
child’s behavior

	 2.	 Accepting responsibility for changing my behavior first
	 3.	R especting the child or adolescent for making the best choices he 

or she can under the circumstances, as he or she perceives them
	 4.	R ealizing that children are attempting to make a place for them-

selves by whatever means seem available to them (i.e., socially use-
ful or useless behavior)

	 5.	 Understanding that when children misbehave, it is an outward 
sign of their internal discouragement as participating members of 
our class or family

	 6.	 Committing myself to helping children learn self-discipline and 
cooperation by friendly and willing participation in the daily 
tasks we all must fulfill

	 7.	 Using choices as an alternative to ultimatums
	 8.	 Appreciating that when invited to contribute in a positive way to 

the family or class, children prefer to participate.

Goals of Disruptive Behavior

The assumption that all behavior is purposive opens a very interesting area 
for exploration when one observes the myriad of behaviors in a classroom 
or family. The naive observer may conclude that children simply are active 
and playful. New student teachers may feel that pupils are bent on driv-
ing teachers out of the classroom—and sometimes pupils are. Adlerians 
have determined that children’s disruptive behaviors can be categorized 
by their goals (i.e., what the children expect to achieve by these behaviors 
either consciously or unconsciously). Normally these goals are most eas-
ily recognized in the disturbing behaviors of children up to the age of 10. 
After this age, they can still be observed in the behavior of adolescents and 
adults, but these behaviors become less inclusive and other goals also are 
sought by the older persons.

The four goals of disruptive behavior are attention seeking, power seek-
ing, revenge seeking, and inadequacy or assumed disability. Explanation 
of each follows.
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Attention Seeking
To enjoy recognition is quite normal among children and adults. When 
attention seeking becomes an annoyance, however, it is a form of mis
behavior and an early sign of discouragement. Dreikurs (1968) noted that 
attention-getting behaviors may be active-constructive (e.g., “perfect” child, 
bright sayings), passive-constructive (e.g., clinging vine, vanity), active-
destructive (e.g., showing off, tyrant), or passive-destructive (e.g., speech 
impediments, fears). The two former types often are overlooked by adults 
because they are accompanied by “good” behaviors of the “model” child or 
“cute” behaviors of the charmer. Rarely are the persistent attention-seeking 
behaviors of the latter two overlooked. Tapping pencils, dropping books, 
forgetting instructions, coming in late, ad infinitum, distract and annoy 
adults every day and they try their patience to the limit.

Power Seeking
Children discover at a very early age, generally by the age of 2, the satisfac-
tion of saying no. It is an assertion that “I can do what I want to do and you 
can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do!” This behavior also takes 
active- and passive-destructive forms. Some children will openly rebel, 
whereas others will simply be quietly stubborn. In either case, the adult 
generally knows that he or she has been challenged.

Revenge Seeking
Adults often are most troubled by the active-destructive behaviors of 
revenge because of the moral judgments that accompany lying, stealing, 
or hurting others. Adults do not realize that when they use their power to 
punish a child, they model the kind of behavior that the child may decide 
will work for him or her, too, when attention and power fail.

Inadequacy or Assumed Disability
The most passive children can be the most discouraged and the most dif-
ficult to help. Children who withdraw from daily life tasks may be over-
looked by some adults. Their message is clear, however: “Don’t expect 
anything from me because I don’t have anything to give.”

Not all behaviors will be easily classified into one goal area. For example, 
the more discouraged the youngster becomes, the more evidence of multiple 
goals will appear. The following case helps to illustrate this observation.

Example: Charles
Charles was a bright, handsome, healthy looking 7-year-old in the first grade. 
He demonstrated early in the year a readiness for reading and math. His home 
situation was quite unsettled because of the recent divorce of his parents.
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His disruptive behavior initially was excessive attention seeking in every 
imaginable way. The teachers tried to be understanding, reassuring, and 
generally sympathetic, but there were limits to their time and patience. 
Increasingly he resisted the teachers’ instruction, spoke back to them 
(power), and began hurting children in the class (revenge). At this point, I 
was asked to visit the class. In one 10-minute period, Charles was out of his 
seat behaving in disruptive ways 14 times. Both teachers reported that on 
some days they were close to tears from trying to cope with him. He also 
was requesting to stay in during recess (inadequacy), was attempting none 
of his school work (inadequacy), and potentially was going to be denied the 
opportunity to ride the school bus because of his fighting.

As conscientious and well meaning as the teachers were, they were 
watching Charles become further removed from his classmates and con-
vinced of his unworthiness. His insatiable attention-seeking behavior elic-
ited a power response from the teachers; he responded to the challenge and 
ultimately was paddled by the principal. Threats of expulsion seemed only 
to strengthen his convictions. After teacher consultations, this process was 
reversed to an appreciable extent before the school year ended by consis-
tent encouragement and the use of logical and natural consequences when 
appropriate. Lack of cooperation from his mother hampered a more sat-
isfactory resolution of his problems, however, and family counseling was 
recommended. The kinds of corrective techniques that were employed in 
the classroom are discussed in a subsequent section.

Identifying Goals of Children’s Disruptive Behavior

Knowing the goals of misbehavior can help adults to understand children 
better and to correct mistaken notions in pursuing these behaviors. To 
identify the goals and begin anticipating corrective action, four questions 
should be asked:

	 1.	 What did the youngster do?
	 2.	 What did you do?
	 3.	 How did the child respond to your action?
	 4.	 How did you feel?

Identify the goals of disruptive behavior and 
begin anticipating corrective action.

An example will help to illustrate. The following excerpt is taken from a 
discussion between a teacher and a counselor.
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Teacher:  Jimmy is constantly getting out of his seat, talking to other chil-
dren, raising his hand, or talking at the wrong time. He’s really 
driving me up the wall!

Counselor:  In your most recent encounter, what did he do and then what 
did you do?

Teacher:  Well, just this morning I gave instructions for everyone to remain 
quiet while one of the children read from a book he had brought 
from home. Not 2 minutes later, Jimmy was singing to himself, 
looking out the window, and tapping his pencil! When I told 
him to listen, he stopped, but a short time later he was doing 
something else.

Counselor:  In this case, would you say you were more annoyed than angry?
Teacher:  Well, yes; most of the time he gets right back to work, but I just 

wish he’d stop bugging me.

In this case, we see a child who is active-destructively seeking attention. 
We know this goal by two pieces of information. First, when the teacher 
“corrects” him, he stops what he was doing. Second, she feels more annoyed 
by his behavior than anything else. This feeling is significant because chil-
dren seeking power usually will not stop their behavior until they have 
clearly challenged the adult and provoked anger to some degree. Children 
seeking revenge will do what is necessary to elicit hurt, disappointment, 
or similar feelings. Children wishing to affirm their inadequacy will have 
succeeded when the adult finally says, “I give up, I can’t do anything with 
her!” or “He’s just not smart enough.” However said, the feeling most often 
expressed by the adult is one of defeat. In the previous case, attention 
appears to be the goal.

Making the assumption that a mistaken conviction or notion about 
how they can make their place motivates their behavior, Adlerians note 
that children usually are saying approximately the following for each of 
the four goals:

Attention: I only really count when others notice and/or serve 
me.

Power: I only really count when others know I can do what 
I want to do.

Revenge: I can’t be liked but I can hurt others and then they’ll 
know I count, too!

Inadequacy: I’m stupid, inadequate, and really hopeless, so why 
try—don’t expect anything from me. Trying will 
only prove it to everyone.
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Children generally are not aware of the purposes of their actions. Many 
children stop their disruptive behavior when made aware of its purpose 
by a counselor. Adults should refrain from confronting children with these 
observations unless they have training and supervised experience in the pro-
cess. The possibility exists that the untrained adult will stereotype or label 
the youngster in a way that can only exacerbate the relationship.

Persons not acquainted with Adlerian psychology are sometimes criti-
cal of the apparent oversimplification of these behaviors and question the 
validity of the assumptions behind the goals. In practice, counselors have 
ample opportunity to test these hypotheses as they talk with children. 
When confronted with “Could it be, Jimmy, that you want to keep your 
teacher busy with you to have her notice you,” the counselor will see the 
recognition reflex, from a slight turning up of the lips to a broad smile 
or a knowing nod that confirms that the counselor is on the right track. 
Whether or not the message is worded exactly right does not seem to be as 
important as presenting it in a friendly, caring manner.

Table 9.1 is not intended to be comprehensive, but it helps to illustrate 
the kinds of behavior that serve to achieve the child’s goal. Occasionally 
someone will question how one determines that striving for excellence or 
pleasing is a mistaken goal. Referring to the concept of social interest and 
the questions one asks concerning reaction to a child’s behavior, persons 
moving on the horizontal plane with a goal of excellence in some area of 
interest are intrinsically motivated. They do not require praise, an audience, 
or persistent reassurance. They enjoy the activity and will perform for oth-
ers, but attention per se from others is merely nice, not necessary. Anyone 
who has lived or worked with a person who demands attention can discern 
the difference quite readily. People moving on the vertical plane constantly 
are assessing “how” they are doing, evaluating their performance, seeking 
assurances, brooding over mistakes or making excuses, and complaining 
or belittling others when circumstances don’t suit them.

Attention Deficit Disorder
Increasingly, there are reports of children being diagnosed with attention 
deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD). Anyone who has worked with these 
children realizes that business as usual is not possible. After appropri-
ate clinical diagnosis and when administered properly, medications can 
be an important component for assisting these children. It is beyond the 
scope of this chapter to offer a discussion on diagnosis, and indeed there 
is a need to seek expert assistance and second opinions in such matters. 
However, it is even more important to emphasize that the same condi-
tions that are necessary for children without ADHD are critical for those 
so diagnosed.
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Every adult needs to strive for consistency in their use of encourage-
ment, choices, and consequences. In addition, cooperation from classmates 
is essential in any successful intervention plan. In my work as a consultant 
to teachers of such children, I have found that teachers of children with 
ADHD require and deserve much support and encouragement as well. 
More co-leading of classroom meetings with the teachers, co-consultations 
with the principal and parents, assistance with other specialists who are 
providing special services, and direct counseling with the children indi-
vidually is necessary.

Parent and/or teacher defensiveness can be a barrier to the kind of col-
laboration that is needed. Depending on prior experiences, parents and 
teachers may be justified in their complaints about the lack of cooperation 
by others in coping with the special needs of these children. Unfortunately, 

Table 9.1  Typical Behaviors Associated With the Four Goals of Disruptive Behavior

Goal Behaviors

Attention Active-Constructive Passive-Constructive
cute remarks, performing stunts 
strive for excellence, industriousness 
to exclusion of other activities

excessive pleasantness 
excessive charm, exaggerated 
conscientiousness

Active-Destructive Passive-Destructive
show off bashfulness
clown fearfulness
“infant terrible” untidiness
unpredictable eating peculiarities

Power Active-Destructive Passive-Destructive
argues laziness
contradicts stubbornness
exhibits “bad” habits disobedience
exhibits temper tantrums, dawdles forgetful

Revenge Active-Destructive Passive-Destructive
viciousness obstructs
stealing undermines
bed-wetting irresponsible
fighting

Inadequacy Passive-Destructive
indolence
ineptitude
stupidity



218  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

teachers and parents are often left to their own resources to cope with such 
children until they are exhausted in their efforts. The methods and steps of 
conflict resolution and problem solving outlined in Chapter 11 will prove 
invaluable in these situations. What happens often in such situations is 
blaming and complaining, which heightens defensiveness and resistance 
to collaboration. Both parents and teachers are challenged by the child 
with ADHD and want relief from the daily hassles.

Only after mutual respect has been established can solutions be discov-
ered and acted upon. For this to be possible, a third person such as the school 
counselor is helpful to ensure that all parties’ positions, thoughts, and feel-
ings are heard and acknowledged. Differences of opinion can be accepted 
as valid from the perceptive of the speaker without agreement of those 
participating. After all points of view have been heard, the key question is, 
what can we do to be helpful? Due to the pervasiveness of this condition, a 
number of books and manuals are available outlining recommendations for 
home and school use. These should be available in developing a collabora-
tive intervention plan. An individualized educational plan will no doubt be 
an outcome of such sessions. Planned, periodic follow-up will be necessary 
to ensure that progress is evaluated and new efforts considered.

Typical Faulty Goals of Adolescents

Kelly and Sweeney (1979) identified 11 faulty goals of teenagers. Some of 
these goals are variations on the four mistaken goals of children. Basically, 
they reflect a lack of one or more of the elements of self-respect, respect for 
others, shared responsibility, or constructive cooperation. Unlike with the 
goals of children, however, the reactions of adults are all the more com-
pounded by those of peers when responding to the disruptive behavior of 
adolescents. Perceived peer support, whether real or imagined, contributes 
to the faulty notions. In other instances, adult approval serves as a rein-
forcement to a mistaken notion of how to make one’s place.

Typical faulty goals of adolescents reflect a lack of self-respect, respect 
for others, shared responsibility, or constructive cooperation.

All persons may exhibit evidence of one or more of these goals at various 
times in their lives. These goals are considered faulty only when the behav-
iors are used repeatedly despite being socially inappropriate or personally 
self-defeating. On the other hand, defiance, conformity, or withdrawal, for 
example, can be quite appropriate in certain situations.
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Only when one is avoiding or denying responsibility for one or more life 
tasks (work, friendship, love) on a persistent basis is the faulty goal clearly 
identified. The experienced counselor can establish the validity of his or her 
observations by revealing what Dreikurs called the hidden reason to one’s 
behavior in counseling. As is true of children, the teenager’s recognition 
reflex, such as a smile, will help confirm the accuracy of your perceptions.

Superiority, Conformity, and Popularity
The first three faulty goals involve some patterns of constructive behavior 
that often stimulate initial positive reactions from others. The goals nev-
ertheless are faulty because they seriously constrain individual creativity 
and/or provoke competition at the expense of cooperation.

Superiority. Adolescents with the goal of superiority strive to be best 
at everything. They must get the highest grades, win school elections, or 
gather top honors to themselves. They often win high approval from adults. 
Their peers generally admire them, but also consider them with a mix of 
envy, even annoyance, at their competitiveness and success. If an adult 
tries to temper such superachievers, they usually react with a justification 
of their efforts. The general strategy for correcting or rechanneling these 
single-minded efforts involves avoiding blanket approval of achievements 
that are feeding the excessive need to achieve. Attention to enjoyment, sat-
isfaction, and sharing with others in their activities and talents can refocus 
individuals’ interest toward what they are doing rather than how they are 
doing. It is especially important to foster the courage to be imperfect so 
that these superachievers are not crushed by failures or defeats.

Conformity. Living up completely to the standards of established soci-
ety (school, church, etc.) is the goal. These teenagers are literally young 
adults who have adopted the styles and manner of establishment adults 
rather than their peers. They receive consistent approval from adults but 
frequently evoke annoyance in many of their peers, except other adoles-
cents with the same goal. Because they conform to adults, corrective action 
from adults will be received with courtesy and surface compliance, but with 
no real change. As with the previous two goals, complete approval of this 
behavior should be avoided. A program of corrective action will encourage 
both increased social activities with peers and independent activities.

Popularity. Teenagers with this goal are accumulators of friends and 
social contacts. They strive to be widely accepted and recognized by 
everybody. They join and are active in many school organizations. Like 
the superachievers, they also often win the approval of adults and peers, 
although some of the latter will react with envy and annoyance. The initial 
reaction to corrective efforts is usually a friendly, even outwardly agreeable 
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response. No real change in attitude or behavior results, however. To redi-
rect these teenagers’ behavior into more discriminating collaboration, cor-
rective efforts should avoid blanket approval of popularity behavior and 
include strategies that encourage independent and personally self-asser-
tive activities.

Defiance, Promiscuity, and Inadequacy
The next three goals are more clearly disruptive or self-defeating and usu-
ally evoke negative reactions from adults.

Defiance. Defiant teenagers want to be in complete control of, or at the 
very least not controlled by, adults. This goal is divided into three subcat-
egories of defiant behavior, each with a characteristic pattern of behaviors 
and reactions. The first is the independent struggle in which there are innu-
merable arguments over dress, curfews, personal appearance, and a whole 
array of other matters. In fact, anything, no matter how trivial, is a point 
of contention. Adults react with annoyance and anger to being constantly 
disputed. However, because disagreements are primarily with adults and 
not peer standards, peers usually react with approval and sympathy. Any 
direct attempt to correct will only fuel further resistance. The general cor-
rective strategy involves an avoidance of arguing at times of provocation 
and, during pleasant moments, indirect suggestions that respect the teen-
ager’s right to choose for oneself.

The aggression goal is more extreme than the independence struggle. 
In this case, teenagers strike out against others with fighting, vandalism, 
and delinquency. They evoke strong feelings of anger, hurt, and revenge in 
adults and are rejected by most of their peers. Corrective efforts that are 
built on angry efforts of punishment provoke more striking out. Although 
difficult, effective corrective efforts include control of the angry and hurt 
reaction and avoidance of angry striking back. What is needed is the patient 
building of a mutually respectful relationship, an invitation to coopera-
tion through encouragement, and a nonpunitive use of natural and logical 
consequences. In writing about how the Columbine High School tragedy 
could have been prevented, Aronson (2004) describes the powerful posi-
tive effects that what he calls jigsaw groups had on student achievement 
as well as improved collaboration and interdependence among students. 
There is a great needed for more such proactive interventions.

Effective corrective efforts include control 
of your own anger and hurt reaction.
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Defiance also can be expressed by attempted suicide. In adults, these 
teenagers evoke a mixture of fear and concern, usually with some anger. 
Such teens are usually out of touch with the predominant peer group and, 
although they may receive some sympathy, are often treated with indiffer-
ence. Their reaction to correction is a passive nonimprovement. Effective 
correction blends avoidance of a hysterical reaction with a focused pro-
gram of encouragement that uncovers and builds personal strengths.

Sexual Promiscuity. Teenagers with this goal are seeking a feeling of 
belonging and selfhood by proving themselves sexually. They are not only 
sexually active, but highly active in and defiant about their sexual behavior. 
Despite the greater openness about sex in our society, adults typically react 
with disgust and shock and most peers react with disapproval and rejec-
tion. Corrective advice is defiantly rejected. Effective correction includes 
an avoidance of the shock or disgust reaction and a program of interaction 
that encourages a desire for personal self-respect and the respect of others.

Inadequacy. Teenagers with this goal enjoy the victim role and seek 
much consolation for their shortcomings. They give up early in all their 
endeavors and proclaim their deficiencies and lack of abilities. They tend to 
evoke an initial feeling of pity from others, with adults tending to feel hope-
less and peers tending to be indifferent. Corrective efforts may spur some 
meager efforts at improvement, but surrender quickly takes over again. 
Effective correction builds on the avoidance of a discouraged or pitying 
reaction and provides a program of opportunities for small successes with 
encouragement for improvement and achievement.

Charm, Beauty, and Sexism
The next three goals have a superficial appearance of being personally and 
socially constructive. They are closely related to one another.

Charm. Charmers find their place not through genuine cooperation or 
productivity, but with smooth talk and pleasing manners. Initially, oth-
ers are often charmed and flattered by them. With some adults the veneer 
of charm may eventually evoke annoyance. Among peers, a successful 
charmer will provoke a mixture of admiration and envy. When corrected, 
the charmer will turn on more charm, and if this does not work, frequently 
will withdraw and sulk or pout. To redirect the charmer effectively, adults 
must not be taken in by the smooth behavior and must expect, with 
patience and without insult, productive behavior.

Physical Beauty or Strength. These teenagers rely completely on their 
good looks, physical strength, or abilities to define their place with oth-
ers. They give excessive attention to these attributes and frequently evoke 
admiration, with some envy, in both adults and other teenagers. They 
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ignore direct corrective efforts. For effective correction, the tendency to 
admire and praise physical attributes must be tempered, and a program 
of nonphysical activities (e.g. reading, volunteer charity work, art, etc.) 
should be developed and encouraged.

Sexism. This goal is a variation on the previous two goals and involves 
an overdevelopment of stereotypical masculine or feminine characteristics 
and behaviors. For teenage boys, it results in excessive macho behavior, 
and in girls it takes the form of clinging-vine behavior that combines an 
appearance of helplessness with underlying manipulation. Both adults and 
other teenagers generally are accepting of this behavior, although it even-
tually begins to grate or annoy after a while. Both males and females will 
reject direct corrective feedback. Alternative corrective strategies involve 
avoidance of blanket approval of the behavior and encouragement of posi-
tive attitudes and behaviors that are stereotypically associated with the 
opposite sex (e.g., child care and housework for males and competence in 
auto mechanics for females).

Intellectuality and Religiosity
The final two goals have the appearance of positive directions for teenagers. 
However, they represent extremes that in reality inhibit full development.

Intellectuality. These teenagers gain their feelings of value and belong-
ing completely from “book” learning and from discussing ideas. They are 
the very bookish students who study, read, or discuss ideas most of the 
time. They have the approval of adults but most of their peers are indif-
ferent toward them. Corrective action usually is met with an intellectual 
argument. Effective correction avoids simple approval of the overly intel-
lectual approach to life and encourages nonbookish social and leisure 
activities, greater awareness and acceptance of feelings, and openness to 
nonintellectual values generally.

Religiosity. Teenagers with this goal seek belonging through an immer-
sion in religious ideas and activities. They are regular and frequent church-
goers, and religious themes pervade their conversations. Adults typically 
approve of their behavior; however, they also may experience some annoy-
ance. Their peers are mostly indifferent, but other religious adolescents will 
give approval. If corrected, they will defend their position and even pity 
their corrector. In effective corrections, both simple approval and argu-
ments are avoided, and independent and exploratory thinking and con-
versations are encouraged.

Summary
In my experience, many people including teenagers do the right things for 
the wrong reasons. In the same manner that Ellis helped clients rid them-
selves of “shoulds” and “oughts,” Adler recognized the counterproductive 
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nature of an overbearing conscience, the relentless demands of superiority, 
or the destructiveness of self-denial. Although influenced by parents, peers, 
and others, thoughts and behaviors that serve these goals are, nevertheless, 
the self-made creation of the individual.

Your goal in counseling and guidance, therefore, does not require so 
much a change in behavior as a redirection of goals. For the individuals 
who strive to please others, the reason for pleasing may be changed to one 
of intrinsic satisfaction. They are freed of the mistaken idea that not to 
please would be catastrophic. This will be illustrated in the chapter about 
counseling and psychotherapy. The concept of motivation modification is 
underscored because through it, changes in one area of life tasks tend to be 
transferred into other personal domains as well.

Violence and Substance Abuse

Perhaps the fact that these topics are even mentioned is indicative of the loss 
of basic human decency and the spiritual bankruptcy of social institutions 
in society. These are symptoms of what Dreikurs feared for the American 
way of life. It is beyond the scope of this book to address the issues facing 
the youth of today, especially among minorities but also women. We as 
a society are, however, either a part of the problem or a part of the solu-
tion for a better future. Social justice and social equality go hand in hand. 
Practical solutions and the conviction to use them can rectify otherwise 
dysfunctional systems in schools, communities, and society at large. It will 
not be easy, however.

After reading articles in the local newspapers, which for months 
reported on violence, substance abuse, youth suicide, teen pregnancy, and 
gang-related crimes, I developed and promoted a workshop on the preven-
tion of violence in schools. I compiled a bibliography of research, methods, 
and techniques, developed handouts, and designed a workshop around 
Adlerian methods and related strategies. One publisher donated a variety 
of related books, manuals, and media for display. The fee for the work-
shop was intentionally made relatively modest compared to other such 
programs to encourage participation. In short, the turn out was modest as 
well. From a large metropolitan area, just over two dozen educators, local 
practitioners, and a minister from a distant community participated.

The local newspaper called to ask if I was an expert in violence! I noted 
that I had the statistics and examples of violence now present in schools 
but, indeed, I was promoting the prevention of violence in the schools. The 
reporter expressed little further interest in an interview.

Clearly, school personnel alone cannot ameliorate all the shortcomings 
of the home and community. Parents, especially those who must work to 
make a living for the family, cannot do it alone. Churches, social agencies, 
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police departments, mental health agencies, the media, businesses, and 
local and state government must become a large, coordinated, coopera-
tive unit. There are no magic wands and no magic approaches to solving 
the serious problems facing youth and those who attempt to guide them. 
If Dreikurs were alive today, he would likely say very simply, this is our 
problem, what are we going to do about it?

This strategy avoids moralizing. It is a practical, no nonsense, reality-
based approach to the situation. If blaming, complaining, and making 
excuses can be avoided, an answer can be found within the philosophy, 
values, and methods Dreikurs (1971) advocated so eloquently. In my expe-
rience, the successful efforts to combat the discouragement, alienation, 
and concomitant symptoms of it among our youth have included meth-
ods and values consistent with Dreikurs’ approach. Unfortunately, most of 
them are discrete programs or efforts by a single charismatic individual. 
Because so much political attention and resources have been devoted to 
the more punitive and reactionary methods, the successful, positive efforts 
tend to receive only limited media attention.

The following sections contain some of the time-tested methods and 
techniques that Adlerians have found effective across generations and 
many cultures. They can make a difference when implemented properly. 
To be implemented properly and address the serious youth problems fac-
ing communities all across this country will require an all out commit-
ment. Otherwise, like other such efforts, they will succeed only for those 
who use them in situations over which they have a reasonable amount of 
control or influence. I believe that, fortunately, the majority of parents and 
educators are eager for collaboration.

Corrective Action

Because you are most often confronted with a problem before determining 
that preventative measures are required, you need to develop competence 
with corrective methods. As a consultant to adults working and living with 
young people, I have found it helpful to summarize what is required into 
four steps. These steps can be remembered easily by the acronym CARE.

	 1.	 Catch yourself—don’t act impulsively.
	 2.	 Assess goals: What goals are served by the behavior?
	 3.	 Respond with consequences and encouragement.
	 4.	 Execute with consistency, friendliness, and respect.

Dreikurs frequently emphasized that before the adult can begin doing 
something correctly, he or she must stop doing that which is incorrect. 
Parents and teachers alike tend to behave toward their children the way 
their parents and teachers behaved toward them. These old methods 
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cannot work because they are based on an unquestioned authority from 
on high. Young people are not listening!

Catch Yourself
Behavioral research on conditioning affirms the Adlerian notion that what 
most adults do impulsively when they respond to misbehavior is incorrect. 
Using the case of Jimmy who seeks attention, when asked what she did in 
response to his behavior, the teacher reported that she told him to stop his 
misbehavior. She gave him, then, the attention he sought. Not only did 
he receive the attention, he received reinforcement for misbehaving in a 
similar way again.

When adults are told that they must learn to catch themselves, they 
often believe that this will be difficult. In a manner of speaking it is dif-
ficult. On the other hand, there can be much satisfaction in observing the 
surprise our changed behavior elicits from the children. Initially, the adults 
are unclear about what else to do. They should be forewarned that when 
they stop doing what they used to do impulsively, the attention-seeking 
behaviors of some children will increase before they decrease. Convinced 
that they count only when they have attention and/or service, these chil-
dren try desperately to reestablish the adult’s part in their plan. This is one 
reason why deliberate preventative action through encouragement is as 
important as correction.

Before proceeding to the other steps, a comment on talking deserves 
special note. In spite of research that suggests otherwise, most adults 
seem to behave as though words were the major means of communica-
tion. Whenever something does not suit them, they talk. They talk even 
though the children rarely listen. In fact, adults have nonverbal agree-
ments with the children about when they should listen. Counseling and 
consultation with parents, teachers, and children reveal that such factors 
as the number of times instructions are repeated, pitch of voice, and voice 
inflection convey more to the children than what is said.

Adults tend to talk too much! Establish a new rule; give instructions once 
and after that they are repeated only under exceptional circumstances or 
when it is convenient. Make action, not words, the principal means of con-
veying intentions.

Assess Goals
In its simplest form, disruptive behavior is evidence of feelings of discour-
agement. From this discouragement and lack of faith to meet life’s daily 
tasks, people behave in ways that reinforce these notions. Adlerians refer 
to certain of these attitudes as self-fulfilling prophesies.

When one expects others not to like him or her and behaves as though 
they will not, other people generally do not like the person. To break this 
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cycle of mistaken notions and expectations, adults must alter their behav-
ior first. You may ask, “How can I behave differently when I am angry?”

Often adults become angry because they are judging and perceiving 
themselves as personally affronted. For example, a dad might think, “Look 
what Bill’s doing now! I said he couldn’t do that. Who does he think he 
is? Well, I’ll just fix his wagon right now!” Then he talks, threatens, and 
otherwise carries on. The thoughts flash in milliseconds, the feelings swell 
up simultaneously; he may not even realize what actually transpired. He 
does, however, remember the feelings. The feelings linger even after the 
episode and can be resurrected easily later in a discussion. The question is, 
can he develop new messages, new insights, and new alternatives to simi-
lar behaviors? The answer is “yes,” with educational guidance, study, and 
practice.

Behavior is secondary to understanding attitude.

A part of the new thought process will include an initial recognition 
that the behavior is secondary to the attitude of discouragement. When 
moralizing and judging are removed from the process, feelings of righ-
teous indignation typically associated with disruptive behaviors dissipate. 
If you consider first the discouragement (i.e., the message the other person 
is saying and feeling within himself or herself) your feelings will change 
in most cases as well.

Respond With Consequences and Encouragement
Having caught oneself and avoided doing the predictable, you will no doubt 
desire specific recommendations on how to proceed next. At this point, 
three major concepts in Adlerian methods presented in earlier chapters 
become the foundation of the responding action dimension of the guid-
ance process. They are natural consequences and logical consequences 
(Chapter 3), and encouragement (Chapter 4).

Natural and Logical Consequences. The concept behind the effective-
ness of natural and logical consequences is the logical order and pressure 
of reality. In the same sense that Adlerians believe there is a natural order 
of life, there is also a logical social order. Adults of all generations have 
tended to present these as rules and regulations to be accepted and fol-
lowed without helping new generations to understand or discover the logic 
of social living. Some rules are illogical and arbitrary and children per-
ceive this quickly. Such rules are fair game for conflicts in a power struggle. 
Patience in helping children and adolescents learn to experience the natu-
ral and logical order of daily living, however, is one of the keystones of 
effective guidance.
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With social democracy as the basis for training methods, adults can 
extricate themselves from the arbitrary exercise of power. As will be seen 
in some of the examples taken from actual experiences of teachers and 
parents, the use of democratic methods including natural and logical con-
sequences will result in many immediate corrections of previously persis-
tent problems. Why they work effectively seems to be associated with rules 
of thumb such as the following:

	 1.	N atural consequences are sought first, before considering a logical 
consequence.

	 2.	 “New rules” of the class or family generally are presented and/or 
discussed before implementation.

	 3.	 “New rules” apply to everyone, including the adults.
	 4.	 Alternatives are always open to the individual (e.g., “you can 

stop crying or go to your room and return when you are through 
crying”).

	 5.	 Consistency in implementing the “rules” or consequences is fol-
lowed with action, not words.

	 6.	 Logical consequences are avoided when power struggles are in 
process (i.e., angry feelings, evidence of power being exerted or 
challenged).

	 7.	 Friendliness prevails before, during, and after consequences are 
experienced from ill-advised acts of a family or class member (e.g., 
“I told you so” comments do not precede or follow, verbally or 
nonverbally).

	 8.	 Encouragement for the many positive ways individuals share, 
participate, and cooperate are highlighted. Everyone is made to 
feel and know that they have a place and belong, especially when 
they reveal discouraged behavior.

	 9.	 Time for having fun together is an important part of the planning 
that takes place.

Knowing about these methods will not eliminate errors or the occasional 
satisfaction of being angry and full of righteous indignation. Frequently, 
when adults report that certain behaviors are still being pursued by the 
children, omissions or errors in one or more of the rules of thumb are pres-
ent. On occasion, adults should be aware that the consequences may not 
work and instead may backfire. A logical consequence inflicted in anger 
becomes a punishment.

Logical consequences do not work as effectively as natural consequences 
with power-oriented children because they tend to see the intervention by 
another as an exercise of power. If the adult is resentful or angry, the child 
is confirmed in his or her suspicion. Such lapses on the part of the adult 
can reaffirm the discouraged child’s self-fulfilling prophesy.
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Angry people are uncooperative.

Parents or teachers may rightfully wonder what to do when they are 
angry. They may ask, “Are angry feelings always bad?” To become angry is 
not unusual nor should it be suppressed. How one expresses anger, however, 
is a different matter. When people become angry they also become uncoop-
erative. This consequence involves power. Angry feelings can be expressed 
in ways that facilitate a relationship, but only when the respect of each party 
is preserved and caring is a genuine foundation of the relationship.

As a general rule, Adlerians recommend that adults extricate them-
selves from power struggles. Because at least two people are required to 
have a fight, Dreikurs (1968) recommended that you take “the sail out 
of their wind.” When the angry feelings have subsided, a discussion of 
what transpired and why (i.e., what purpose was served) may be helpful 
in reestablishing a friendly relationship. Saving bad feelings for another 
day can be equated with saving “brown stamps” until you cash them in 
for a fight over some other unrelated topic on which you feel unjustly 
treated. Adlerians believe, for example, that regular opportunities for 
classes and families to meet and discuss common concerns is necessary 
to help avoid brown stamp collecting. Such meetings are discussed in 
Chapter 11.

Coping with the goals of disruptive behavior, including examples of 
natural and logical consequences found in the next sections, can help 
eliminate the frustration and resultant anger some adults feel from not 
knowing what to do when action is required.

Table 9.2 summarizes the probable responses of children to reprimands 
according to the goal sought by the child, and presents some recommended 
alternatives to correct these behaviors. Likewise, Table  9.3 summarizes 
faulty goals of adolescents, reactions of peers and adults, and alternatives 
to the expected responses.

The process of discovering natural and logical consequences is one 
that requires forethought and practice. Parent and teacher study groups, 
which are discussed in Chapter 12, are particularly helpful in this regard. 
Remembering that the normal demands and logic of life are the source of 
these experiences, adults may ask three questions as a way of uncovering 
potential consequences that might be effective:

	 1.	 What will likely happen if no one intervenes ? For example, if you 
don’t remind them when to leave, they’ll be late; if you don’t pick 
up their clothes, they won’t get washed.
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	 2.	 What can happen when “others” must intervene? For example, if 
an adult moves the belongings of the children, the children can-
not find their belongings when they want them; the adult will pre-
pare breakfast, but the children cannot have breakfast until they’re 
dressed.

	 3.	 What happens if “others” reciprocate or copy similar behavior? For 
example, if the children will wash dishes only during TV commer-
cials, the mother will cook supper only during TV commercials; 
if children are persistently late coming home, parents lock up the 
house and remain unavailable when children want to come in.

Some examples of how each of these questions can result in natural and 
logical consequences for the resolution of specific problems are summa-
rized below. These examples are taken from the experiences of teachers, 
counselors, and parents participating in their first workshop or discussion 
group on consequences. Comments after each example will highlight the 
significance of the actions involved.

Example: “Others can reciprocate.” Each evening at 6 p.m. the parents 
liked to watch the news, but it was often interrupted by the children. The 
daughter, 12, and son, 8, each of former marriages of the parents, managed 
to have a fight at that time each night, which frequently resulted in bad 
feelings between the parents as well as with the children.

In exasperation, the husband talked with a member of discussion group, 
who offered some suggestions including a copy of Children the Challenge 
(Dreikurs & Soltz, 1964). The problem was solved in two nights. At dinner 

Table 9.2  Corrective Action to the Four Goals of Disruptive Behavior

Goal Reprimand Results Alternatives (Methods)

Attention Stops temporarily Ignore small behavior; allow consequences 
to follow; do the unexpected (e.g., invite 
child to teach the class and give attention 
for positive behaviors)

Power Intensifies with challenge 
or withdraws to fight 
another time

Extricate self; offer alternatives; look for 
natural consequences

Revenge Seeks ways to get even and 
be more disliked

Sidestep power struggle; maintain order 
with minimum restraint; work with 
counselor and parents; affirm positive 
behaviors; expect the unexpected

Inadequacy If any behavior, withdraws Be interested in him/her; encourage any 
effort; eliminate failure from his/ her 
experience
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the evening of the first day, the parents indicated that they would no longer 
enter into the fights of the children and that if the parents could not watch 
their programs, then the children should not be able to watch theirs either. 
The children offered no comments or objections.

That evening there was bedlam at six! The children got into a loud argu-
ment in the bedroom and brought it into the kitchen. They finally ended up 
in the family room. The parents ignored it all and did not reprimand them. 
When the news program ended, the mother turned the television off and 
went to the bedroom. The father went to the bathroom to take a shower. 
The children howled, demanded to see their program, and even threatened 
to turn the television back on themselves. They did not, although both 
parents thought that they might. The hassle quickly subsided and the rest 
of the evening was quiet with everyone in his or her room.

“No one intervenes.” The next evening as the fight progressed, they came 
to tattle on each other to the respective parent. Each parent responded, 
“We don’t feel like fighting tonight. If you do, go back to Sarah’s bedroom.” 
(This room is farthest from the family room.) Each child gaped for a few 
seconds, turned, and went into the bedroom. They did not fight, but the 
parents could hear them talking. The third night, no hassle at six!

The parents in this case are excellent candidates for a parent discus-
sion group. Evidently they caught on quickly to the elements necessary 
for successful use of these methods. First, they stayed out of the fights (did 
not intervene), thus allowing the natural consequence to occur—no par-
ent attention, no interest in fighting; and second, they established that if 
there was no television for the parents, there would be no television for the 
children (reciprocated with a logical consequence). Much to their surprise, 
the children saw the logic of this, too, and did not challenge the parents on 
either issue.

Example: “Someone must intervene.” Each evening, Ann, a 14-year-old, 
would deliver her newspapers after school. She developed a habit of pre-
paring her papers in the foyer next to the front door. Paper, wire, wire 
cutters, and similar debris were consistently left behind for someone else 
to pick up.

After being reminded, coaxed, and reprimanded numerous times, the 
parents decided to intervene. Without any further comments, one or the 
other of the parents would simply pick up the wire cutters or the carrier’s 
bag and place them in some out-of-the-way place. After several evenings of 
Ann making do without these needed tools, they reappeared but without 
comment. No longer were reminders necessary! Occasionally, she would 
“forget,” with a similar inconvenience the outcome.

Parents in this case were not removing the tools out of anger. They sim-
ply needed Ann’s cooperation and she required theirs as well. Most workers 
cannot afford to leave their tools unnecessarily in others’ way or in public 
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places. Ann was learning an important lesson in social living through the 
use of a logical consequence.

Encouragement. Encouragement in its most basic form affirms, sup-
ports, and enhances the positive attributes of another. The goal of encour-
agement is to nurture that quality of courage, which results in individuals 
fundamentally believing that whatever circumstances face them and what-
ever the outcome, they will be able to cope. Even in the face of apparent 
defeat or failure, they do not feel despair nor like a failure.

Discouragement is so common that parents and teachers alike often 
do not realize that many of their smallest behaviors communicate a lack 
of faith in the child or adolescent. As a consequence, there is a need for 
guiding principles in the process of encouragement. Among them are the 
following:

	 1.	 Accept and have faith in the individual as he or she is (not his or 
her potential).

	 2.	Expect him or her to handle tasks and show this expectation by 
your actions.

	 3.	 When confronted with misbehavior, separate the deed from the 
doer.

	 4.	 Confirm the fact that mistakes, defeat, or failure are common to 
life and not catastrophic.

	 5.	 Emphasize the joy of doing and the satisfaction in accomplish-
ment rather than evaluations of how one is doing.

	 6.	R ecognize progress and provide ample encouragement for genu-
ine effort.

	 7.	 Show confidence in the child’s ability to be competent and avoid 
comparisons with others.

	 8.	Allow for differences such as rate of learning, patience, neat-
ness, or interest.

	 9.	N ever give up on the child, no matter how persistently he or she 
tries to defeat the encouragement process.

The last point is particularly critical. Very discouraged persons also 
have a private logic (i.e., assumptions and convictions about life, them-
selves, and others that guide their general movement through life). As 
useless as these notions and behaviors may seem to an outside observer, 
they constitute their unique notions about how to make a place in life. 
They will not give these up readily, for as unsatisfactory as circumstances 
may seem, children (and adults, too) are convinced that everything could 
be worse if they gave up their protective behaviors. They may think, for 
example, “Others know that I’m not trying and I fail. They want me to try 
but then everyone would know how really stupid I am—how terrible that 
would be!”
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A strategy of successive, small approximations of the behaviors desired 
by the pupil are often more realistic than requiring promises beyond the 
probability of being kept. Until there is a repertoire of even small suc-
cesses, failure is to be precluded whenever possible. One can begin rein-
forcing success experiences, for example, by what one says and does.

Statements that tend to be encouraging include

You seem to enjoy …
I enjoyed your company.
The others seem to appreciate your help.
Getting started is difficult.
What do you think …?
If I can help, let me know.
Mistakes can be helpful.

Acts of encouragement are at least as important as words of encourage-
ment. One can help others have confidence in themselves, be self-reliant, 
and have the courage to be imperfect. The following are some examples of 
acts of encouragement:

	 1.	 When children are trying to accomplish something on their own 
for the first time, allow them to learn by their mistakes as well 
as their successes without comment, evaluation, or intervention 
unless they request it. Give assistance willingly when requested 
but without taking over. If verbal encouragement is appropriate 
afterward, try to capture and reflect their feelings toward this 
endeavor without evaluation of how they did.

	 2.	 When children are slower, less neat, doing or being different from 
adults, be patient, be kind—keep busy with other matters until 
they catch up or finish what they are doing.

	 3.	 When others err or cause an accident, allow them to correct the 
mistake, clean up the mess, and try again without reprisal. For 
very discouraged children, volunteer in a friendly manner to help 
them if they would like assistance, but refrain from taking over or 
doing it all. Show them friendliness and cooperation by example.

	 4.	 When discouragement is revealed, help the individuals know that 
they have a place in the class, the family, or the group by giving 
them helpful jobs that they can do or by actions others do for 
them (e.g., asking them to help with a task, saving special stamps 
for the stamp collector, buying a charm for another’s bracelet, tak-
ing time to watch or join them in something they enjoy).

	 5.	 When an adult enjoys a child’s company or appreciates his or her 
assistance, the adult can show this with a smile, a pat, or other 
nonverbal behavior that the child can understand.



236  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

	 6.	 When playing a competitive game, adults can check their motives 
(i.e., to win at all costs or to do the best they can and enjoy the 
event, win or lose). The latter motives model an encouraging atti-
tude and behavior. The former reinforces a discouraged attitude 
in which only winning counts.

School nurses and teachers often hear parent concerns that relate, for 
example, to eating, sleeping, and toilet habits of children. When no medi-
cal reason for these behaviors is evident, the guide found in Table 9.4 can 
be useful. In certain instances medical and dietary factors can precipitate 
bed-wetting, grouchiness, or withdrawal behaviors. When no such rea-
son seems plausible, understanding the social value of the behavior takes 
on special meaning. You will note that in each case, encouragement is an 
essential element in restoring more appropriate behavior.

Another important dimension to encouragement was noted in Chapter 1 
concerning the value system underlying Adlerian methods and techniques. 
Adlerians attempt to help others move on a horizontal plane toward behav-
iors and attitudes that free them to think, feel, and act as equals to oth-
ers, capable of meeting any circumstance, any consequence, in a manner 
suited to the situation. This value orientation causes Adlerians to ques-
tion the effect of corrective recommendations that might be construed as 
rewards or punishment (i.e., not a logical outcome of their behavior) by the 
children involved. In some cases, the child’s prerogative to misinterpret 
the intention of others is unavoidable. On the other hand, when groups 
of children view adult “corrective” methods as punishment or praise and 
reward, then the methods will be less effective. Adults in those cases may 
wish to reexamine whether or not their attitudes and actions are consistent 
with those described in this chapter.

Behave so as to think, feel, and act as an equal to others.

Studies have shown that the use of extrinsic rewards and controls can 
undermine the intrinsic interest of children in the activities for which they 
received a reward. Even efforts to provide encouragement can be miscon-
strued as rewards by those for whom it is intended. Because of this possibility, 
efforts to empathize with the child’s feelings and attitudes are important.

For example, a teacher had been attempting to encourage a low-achiev-
ing girl whose records indicated above-average ability. One afternoon, the 
pupils were doing independent projects and the teacher noted that this 
girl had been unusually busy working on her project for more than an 
hour without seeking help or bothering others. She watched the girl a few 
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moments and then commented that the girl was doing a good job. The girl 
looked up, began to cry, and ran out of the room. At first bewildered, the 
teacher later approached the girl:

Teacher:  Mary, what I said upset you. Do you want to talk about it?
Mary:  I don’t know what to say. You didn’t say anything wrong.
Teacher:  Hmm, I think maybe I did. I think, Mary, that no matter how 

hard you try, it doesn’t seem good enough … and that really 
makes you feel bad.

Mary:  Well … it doesn’t seem to matter how hard I try (starts to cry)…
Teacher: Y ou were really intent on what you were doing … really into it. 

Could you show me what you have planned?
Mary:  Uh-huh, it really isn’t finished but …

In this case, the teacher had overlooked the guideline that she not com-
ment on how the pupil was doing but on what she was doing. The teacher, 
however, used her knowledge of the girl to empathize with her discourage-
ment and to reorient her to what she planned to do.

The girl seemed intrinsically motivated, so the comment by the teacher 
was not necessary. The comment could have been more helpful, however, if 
it had simply reflected the youngster’s satisfaction, brought it to conscious-
ness, and was shared by the teacher.

Not all children are discouraged in the same way. Some seek adult assur-
ance of their place by doing everything as perfectly as possible. Teacher 
comments on how they are doing are solicited regularly. In some cases, not 
to get 100% on a test is almost catastrophic. Parents often feel great pride 
in such children. Gold stars, dollars for an A, ad infinitum, only add to the 
discouragement.

Through encouragement, help others appreciate their 
intrinsic worth, their equality, their place in the world.

The world of these persons, as children and adults, is a constant climb 
for success, a constant need for assurances, and an unrelenting demand 
on energy. They can be helped, however, to appreciate their intrinsic 
worth, their equality, and their place in the world with the appropriate 
use of encouragement.

Execute With Consistency, Friendliness, and Respect
In my experience, adults have a tendency to seek relief only from the imme-
diate problems that they are having with children and adolescents. When a 
reasonable amount of success is attained and the crisis of the moment has 
passed, further counseling or consultation ends.
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A new agreement is sometimes reached between adults and children 
that is premature and falls far short of what is required to prevent future 
crises of the same type. For this reason, an understanding with adults and 
children to follow through on the preventative aspects of the counselor’s 
recommendations (Chapter 11) should be stressed. For purposes of execu-
tion in implementing corrective procedures, a few observations can help 
increase the probability of their effectiveness.

First, consistency is very important in taking corrective action. Each 
time adults make exceptions to the agreed upon rules, they invite further 
hassles on modifying other rules on other occasions. This is a testing game 
that every parent or teacher has experienced. Friendliness will take the 
harsh edge off the firmness that is necessary to maintain order.

Second, be aware that some children will cry “foul” when they finally 
realize the new rules have a force of their own. They will claim that some-
thing is unfair about their implementation. If the rules apply to every-
one, then they will see the logic in their application. They still may try 
to avoid the consequences by argument. In such cases, silence is golden. 
Respect is reinforced by the equality inherent in these methods.

I’m imperfect and I’ll accept you as being imperfect.

Third, do not be afraid to make a mistake—have the courage to be 
imperfect. Occasionally an adult will feel overwhelmed by the possibility of 
doing the “wrong” thing. Such notions are counterproductive to the kinds 
of strategies Adlerians use to help others learn. People learn by doing, by 
their mistakes as well as successes. If they dwell on negative thoughts, they 
tend to revert to the old methods and feel defeated in the process as well.

Fourth, implement only one or two recommendations at a time. Work 
on correcting one type of behavior at a time. Success experiences for the 
adults are important as well. When adults are new to these methods, they 
can become confused or disappointed by attempting too many adjust-
ments too quickly.

Summary

This chapter has outlined major principles, methods, and techniques of 
Adlerian child guidance. Reason, respect, and responsibility are among 
the key components. The goals of child and adolescent misbehavior are 
identified. Corrective methods begin with encouragement and are sup-
plemented by life’s realities, natural and logical consequences. One final 
note concerns the applicability of these methods to all people regardless 
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of age or station in life. As will be seen in subsequent chapters, Adler’s 
observations about the “ironclad logic of social living” impinge on 
everyone. It is further evidence of the equality of all people. As you dis-
cover the order and harmony that can be found in living with young 
people, other aspects of your social life improve as well. Marriage dis-
cussion groups often are the next activity after a parent study group 
because participants have experienced its value and want to enrich their 
lives further.

Finally, Chapter 12 includes group methods found useful in helping 
to ameliorate problems related to youth disobedience and violence in the 
schools. As was noted earlier, the problems of drug- and weapons-related 
violence require a community effort that transcends the home and schools 
alone. Likewise, the serious mental health problems, teen pregnancies, and 
unemployment and underemployment of youth, particularly minorities, 
are symptoms of a society in need of a major overhaul of its philosophy, 
priorities, and commitments. Within Dreikurs’ and Adler’s approaches to 
human affairs, there are reasonable alternatives and some of the answers 
to the questions before us.

Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 Give one illustration of each of the four goals of misbehavior and 
the child’s private logic in each situation. What are the adult feel-
ings and traditional responses in each illustration?

	 2.	 List four faulty goals of adolescents discussed within the chapter 
that adults tend to reinforce. Do you agree that these are faulty 
goals? Why or why not?

	 3.	 Isolate one child–adult incident that you observed or in which 
you were involved, and apply the four steps represented by CARE. 
How might the results have been different had these steps been 
applied at the time?

	 4.	 Why is talking too much a shortcoming in the corrective dimen-
sion of discipline?

Activities

	 I.	Y ou have had an opportunity to study the principles and methods 
of Individual Psychology in relation to guiding young people. The 
concept of goal-directed behavior is an exciting one when first fully 
understood. Initially, persons new to this approach want to apply 
their knowledge immediately. Naturally, successful application of 



242  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

this approach takes practice, creativity, and flexibility. The following 
exercises are designed to give you practice in recognizing the goals 
of misbehavior and to encourage you to begin to create alternative 
responses that can be applied to counseling and consultation.

	 A.	 The following paragraphs are vignettes from everyday living. 
On Form 9.1, identify the goal of the misbehavior illustrated, 
the adult’s usual reflexive response, and the result of this inter-
vention. Also, propose an alternative response to the child’s 
misbehavior. Please provide a specific response or action (e.g., 
mother leaves the room where the children are fighting). Hint: 
Try doing the unexpected. After you have completed the form, 
compare your responses to those in the Key to Form 9.1.

			   Then share your responses to the vignettes presented in the 
first activity, and your personal experiences as a group, with 
your study partner or with an interested friend. Feel free to 
express any concerns or doubts you have about specific inter-
ventions described. Which suggestions would you be the most 
uncomfortable in attempting? Each person needs to be aware 
of his or her own feelings in working with this approach.

Vignette 1: Mary is a cute little 2-year-old who has just dropped her plate 
of spaghetti on the floor for the second time, gleefully 
laughing and saying, “All gone!”

Vignette 2: Jim and Joe are twins who seem to fight all the time. Father 
has just told Jim to share his construction set with his 
brother. Jim screams, “You can’t make me!” to which Joe 
replies, “I don’t want to play with that old thing anyway!”

Vignette 3: Four-year-old Jessica brings her mother’s church group 
meeting to a screeching halt when she loudly and clearly 
curses at the dog in the next room.

Vignette 4: Angered by her 12-year-old brother’s refusal to take her along 
to the movies, Judy (8 years old) methodically tears up his 
baseball cards and sprinkles the pieces around his room.

Vignette 5: Although his achievement tests indicate he is able to complete 
the assignments, Steven rarely attempts the more difficult 
mathematics problems. He even refuses help from his brother.

		  The main purpose of this activity is to help the student see the 
purposiveness of behavior. Your attention is drawn to the goals 
of misbehavior, the adult’s feelings and thoughts, and the normal 
responses. You will see in later lessons that new behaviors and 
attitudes by adults can change the relationships from fighting to 
friendliness.
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	 I. B.	� Describe at least two situations from your own experience in 
which you were dealing with a misbehaving child. Include your 
response and how the child reacted.

		  What were your feelings during and after the episode?

		�  With your current understanding of the purposiveness of 
behavior, indicate what you believe was the child’s goal.

		  How might you have responded differently?

Personal Experience 1:_ _______________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________

Your Response_______________________________________
___________________________________________________

Child’s Reaction_ ____________________________________
___________________________________________________

Your Feelings (during and after)_________________________
___________________________________________________

Child’s Goal_________________________________________
___________________________________________________

How could you have responded differently?
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________

Personal Experience 2:_ _______________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________

Your Response_______________________________________
___________________________________________________

Child’s Reaction_ ____________________________________
___________________________________________________

Your Feelings (during and after)_________________________
___________________________________________________
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Child’s Goal_________________________________________
___________________________________________________

How could you have responded differently?
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________

	 II.	 In previous lessons, you have had opportunities to study the prin-
ciples and methods of Individual Psychology. In this lesson you 
have read about some of the mistaken or faulty goals of adoles-
cents. The following exercise provides an opportunity for you to 
apply the Adlerian methods to the problems associated with teen-
agers’ disruptive behavior.

	 A.	 1.	� Based on your experience and study, list three or more spe-
cific disruptive behaviors of adolescents in the spaces pro-
vided in Form 9.2.

		  2.	� Share your examples with other members of the class or 
your study partner. (You may list the examples on a chalk-
board if you are in a classroom. Don’t worry about spelling; 
have the courage to be imperfect!)

		  3.	� Think about the examples listed:
	 a.	 Are all the behaviors generally considered “bad” 

behavior (e.g., talking back, being irresponsible, etc.)?
	 b.	 If so, think about some behaviors that are more 

acceptable to adults but are nonetheless faulty goals, 
as identified in Table 9.3. List others on your form as 
necessary.

	 B.	 Divide into groups of three or four persons and each person 
in the group select one or two disruptive behaviors from his 
or her list to discuss. Use the form provided to determine as 
a group the appropriate response for each category. As nearly 
as possible, the members should select behaviors that relate to 
different goals in order to benefit from greater variety within 
the group discussion.

	 C.	 1.	� Following the group discussion of the selected teen problem 
behaviors, each member should complete the other items in 
Form 9.2, relating the items to the specific behavior of most 
interest to him or her (i.e., adult reactions, goals, thoughts, 
corrective responses). You may wish to refer to Table  9.3 
again.

		  2.	� When all members are finished, discussion in the small 
groups can begin with what each person has listed and why. 
Maybe others know of a youngster like that, too, and can 
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make suggestions for successful interventions. The group 
members also can help ensure that goals and thoughts are 
consistent with the behavior and corrective methods.

	 III.	 In previous activities and lessons, I have presented and discussed 
the principles and methods of guiding young people. At this point 
in your studies you realize that a persistently misbehaving person 
is pursuing a mistaken private logic, and that such behavior is nec-
essary for them to be “somebody,” to be recognized. Occasionally 
one will experience an almost spontaneous change in attitude and 
behavior of a very discouraged person. More often, however, time, 
patience, and consistency in the reasoned use of these methods is 
necessary to effect significant change.

			   In an earlier lesson, you gave thought to identifying a misbe-
having young person to determine his or her goal and what conse-
quences and encouragement might help. In most instances, people 
tend to think of children pursuing the first two goals, attention 
and power. This is natural because they are commonly pursued 
goals and they annoy or anger people.

			   The behavior and goals of revenge and inadequacy, however, 
discourage people. Other individuals tend to avoid or ignore such 
people. Your task in this activity is to identify a youngster(s) who 
persistently pursues the third or fourth goals. Then using the 
resources of other members in a small group (four to six) or with a 
study partner, develop a specific plan of intervention designed to 
reorient the mistaken goals and behavior of the child. (Although 
it may go without saying at this point, the discouraged adolescent 
or adult also can benefit from such a plan.)

	 A.	 Identify a child whom you think pursues the goals of revenge 
or inadequacy. Using Form 9.3, develop a positive interven-
tion plan. For an example, see Sample Form 9.3. When you 
have a general outline, discuss your plan as a group or with 
your study partner. Each member should help the others

	 1.	 establish what specific behaviors are bothersome and might 
be changed;

	 2.	 identify the goal and likely faulty private logic the indi-
vidual is using;

	 3.	 pinpoint a time or times when a discussion of natural and 
logical consequences might be used to establish nonpuni-
tive rules for everyone in relation to disruptive behavior 
(remember that logical consequences are more easily mis-
construed as punishment by the person pursuing the third 
goal);
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	 4.	 suggest specific methods and techniques of verbal and 
nonverbal encouragement;

	 5.	 establish times and situations for implementation of the 
plan; and

	 6.	 establish guidelines for assessing progress (small steps in the 
desired direction are often more useful than overly ambi-
tious outcomes).

	 B.	 At this point, you may wish to share some of your experiences 
in applying the methods of Individual Psychology in situa-
tions at home, school, or work. The experiences of friends and 
so forth also can be shared; names or other identifying infor-
mation should be limited.
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Sample Form 9.3  Positive Intervention Plana

Case Information

A. Description of Youngster
Age •	   11   
Sex  •	    M 
Physical bearing (posture, •	
cleanliness, mannerisms) Avoids 
direct eye contact, slouches, bites 
fingernails
Siblings:•	

Brothers/ages −−   10   ___ ____ ___  
(younger brother is a charmer)
Sisters/ages −−   13   ___ ____ ___  
(“model” oldest sister)

Ordinal position •	   2nd child  
Other information: Tom recently was •	
transferred into my class because he 
was doing progressively poorer in his 
schoolwork, and the kids in the other 
class did not like him. His mother 
doesn’t know what to do with him.

D. Predominate Goal of 
Misbehavior (based on 
predominate feeling evoked in 
adult or others involved)

Revenge, because his •	
behavior hurts others

E. Private logic (what the child is 
thinking)

Others don’t like me. Life •	
really isn’t fair, but I’ll show 
them. I can hurt them back!

B. Disruptive behavior(s)
Known to lie, steal•	
Fights, hits others•	
Easily discouraged•	
Easily off task in class—not •	
completing work

F. If no change,
What misbehavior would •	
you expect? 
Continued behavior 
problems described in “B” 
but would look for the 
behavior to intensify—ways 
of hurting others more—
seeking ways to get even and 
be more disliked.
What would the youngster •	
expect from you?

Increased nagging about −−
work habits
Not trusting him; accusing −−
him first
Calling his parents−−
Many trips to the −−
principal’s office

C. Adults’/Others’ reactions
Behavior•	

Reprimand him; send him to −−
office
Make him apologize to others−−
Nag about work; tell him he can −−
do better
Classmates avoid him−−

Feelings•	
Hurt, resentful−−

a	 Nonevaluative; focus on satisfaction in activity and relationships.



Guiding Children Through Social Interest and Cooperation  •  253

Preventive Intervention Actiona

A. Verbal Encouragement B. Nonverbal Encouragement

I can•	 When given•	 I can•	 When given•	

Let him know 
that I’m glad 
he’s in my class.

1st day and 
periodically

Introduce him 
through our 
classroom 
meeting and let 
him tell about 
his interests, 
etc.

1st day of 
class

Express 
appreciation 
for his help.

Each time he 
helps

Have him help 
collect papers.

1st day of 
class and 
periodically

In an 
individual 
conference, let 
him know that 
it must seem 
hard for him to 
have a sister 
who seems so 
good to others, 
but that doesn’t 
matter in my 
class because I 
think he’s 
showing us 
how really 
helpful and 
able he is.

As needed, if 
discouragement 
shows up 
consistently

Smile at him. Each 
morning and 
periodically

Send home a 
note expressing 
positive 
observations 
about his help 
in my class and 
soliciting 
parents’ 
encouragement.

1st day and 
periodically

Give him extra 
or 
individualized 
lesson task if 
skills are not up 
to rest of class.

As needed

Greet him with 
a smile and 
cheery hello 
and inquire 
about what’s 
happened since 
yesterday.

Each day Invite him to 
help someone 
else with a job 
or task for 
which he has 
competence.

Periodically, 
but 
especially 
when he 
seems 
emotionally 
down

a	 Nonevaluative; focus on satisfaction in activity and relationships.

(continued on next page)
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Corrective Intervention Actionb

A. Natural Consequences B. Logical Consequences

In Tom’s case, logical 
consequences may be 
the only alternative.

In our class, we do not “hear” requests not 
prefaced with “please” or that are otherwise 
disrespectful. We ignore these without 
comment.

Persistently disruptive behavior results in •	
removing oneself to the “time out” table and 
returning when ready to rejoin the group.

Must complete work before recess or while •	
others play, but can join in recess when 
finished.

Cannot play with others when in a fighting •	
mood, but can rejoin us when ready to have 
fun.

Must compensate for broken or stolen items •	
or not have access to them in the future.

b	 Remember: Do the unexpected; don’t talk; don’t act impulsively; give up the idea of 
controlling. The consequences should be rules on which you have agreed after the 
discussion. Unlike punishment, they are logical, promote order, respect individual 
and group rights, and are nonpunitive in nature. Note that they involve alternative 
choices, not ultimatums. Remain friendly, firm, consistent, and positive.
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10Chapter 

Love
Counseling Couples

Love is the third and most difficult of the life tasks for individuals to mas-
ter. This tends to be so because of the courage and cooperation it requires of 
both parties involved in the relationship. In Dreikurs’ (1946) classic book 
on marriage, he noted that “tradition” had not prepared us for the demo-
cratic revolution that brought greater equalization into the marriage rela-
tionship. Contrary to others of that day, he was not discouraged by signs of 
the family’s, and hence marital relationships’, demise. People’s shortcom-
ings, however, were most notable in their most intimate relationships.

We suggest that the family is not disintegrating, but is rather faced 
with a serious dilemma. … We do not know how to resolve conflicts 
and clashes of interests in the spirit of mutual respect, a requisite for 
living in a democratic atmosphere. Our cultural inability to live with 
each other as equals, which we have become in fact, is most painfully 
felt in our closest relationship, in marriage. (p. v)

In Adler’s (1936, p. 36) article, “Love Is a Recent Invention,” he observed, 
“There is no doubt that we know more about sex than our fathers did.” He 
goes on to ask, “But do we know more about love?” These same observa-
tions could be made today. He even used a now-familiar story of the father 
asking his son if he knew the “facts of life,” to which the boy replied, “Yes, 
Papa, what is it you would like to know?” Humorous, yet telling, is the fact 
that people’s attention 70 years later is still more oriented to the physical 
relationship than to the spiritual, intellectual, and social dimensions of 
their most intimate of relationships.
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This by no means is intended to distract from genuine sexual problems 
found in some couples’ relationships and the need for their remediation 
or the substantial value to be found through planned sex education of the 
nation’s youth. Whether due to lack of information, values learned in early 
development, or physical difficulties brought on by poor health, sexuality 
can be an opportunity for developing intimacy rather than the cause for 
its failure. In keeping with Adler’s and Dreikurs’ teachings, this chapter is 
intended to provide an introduction to the concepts and methods central 
to achieving a healthy, intimate relationship in couples. While this topic 
has been traditionally oriented to heterosexual relationships, it is by no 
means limited to them.

While exact numbers are difficult to determine, there are estimated 
to be millions of same-sex and bisexual individuals in the United States 
alone (Dew & Newlon, 2005). Relationship issues are every bit as critical to 
them as for heterosexual couples and may be exacerbated by prejudice and 
oppressive attitudes and behaviors of those in the majority community, 
including their own families of origin. There are, of course, entire books 
written on couples counseling and therapy. The information provided in 
this chapter should prove useful as a basic position on which to build the 
theory and methods of other approaches. Unlike many other references 
on methods and techniques, the Adlerian model provides a value system 
as a basis for assessing progress in counseling or therapy as well as goals 
considered desirable in any such intimate relationship.

Love: The Antecedent and By-Product of an Intimate Relationship

The reader may be distracted by the subtitle of this section. Contrary to 
popular belief, however, the emotion of love is not the “cause” of a satis-
factory “love” relationship. This in no way minimizes its power or signifi-
cance. Dreikurs (1946) noted:

The realization of being loved is a moment of high importance psy-
chologically. It is characterized by a desire to give oneself and to 
accept the other one by a sustained and exclusive interest in the other 
one, by a longing to be together. … The existence of love [however] 
is threatened whenever our attitude toward the other one changes. 
(pp. 15–16)

Individuals, depending on their personal goals and desires, direct their 
affection according to how well they perceive their needs are being met 
by the subject of their attention. Although this process is generally an 
unconscious one, it operates just as deliberately as if it were by conscious 
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intent. After considerable elaboration on the subject, Dreikurs (1946) char-
acterized love as being highly subjective:

Love is what one calls love … be it created for devotion or domina-
tion, for heaven or hell, for happiness or misery. (p. 18)

Therefore, love depends on the intentions of the lover. Left with only this 
assessment, one might conclude that there is little practical value in defin-
ing love for other than poetic purposes. However, Dreikurs and Adler offer 
further elaboration in the context of social interest.

Adler (1936) defined love in marriage, but today I believe he would no 
doubt include all committed, intimate relationships in the same manner 
as the equal partnership between men and women “where two are merged 
into one, a human dyad, reconciling the sex urge of the individual with the 
biological needs of the race and the demands of society” (pp. 36 & 128). To 
achieve the “the perfect dyad of love,” Adler went on to offer the following 
“rules” for consideration by all couples:

	 1.	 Don’t look up to your mate and don’t look down: approach love as 
an equal.

	 2.	 Don’t expect an impossible perfection in others, of which you 
yourself are incapable: love a woman, not an angel; a man, not an 
eidolon (phantom, ideal).

	 3.	 Don’t think of yourselves as one or two, but as a twosome.
	 4.	 Don’t take without giving, nor give without taking, in love.
	 5.	 Don’t pick out a partner who does not entice you physically, but 

do not entangle your fate with one who appeals to you only on a 
physiological basis.

	 6.	 Don’t fail to cooperate with your mate on every plane, socially, eco-
nomically, intellectually, spiritually, emotionally and biologically.

	 7.	 Don’t lose yourself in by-paths and blind alleys: there is always a 
way out of emotional labyrinths—potentially all humans are fun-
damentally normal.

	 8.	 Be a slave neither to convention, nor to your own idiosyncrasies: 
remember you are not merely an individual, but a unit of your 
social group and the human race. (p. 128)

From these recommendations, the reader may conclude that Adler was 
not much of a romantic! From anecdotes of those who knew him well, we 
know that he was fun loving, personable, and probably quite romantic as 
well. However, one must remember that emotions are tools and love is no 
exception! One can surmise, therefore, that Adler’s admonitions would be 
practical and free of the entanglements into which poets would lead us.
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Love, therefore, is both an antecedent and by-product of a successful 
partnership. Two people decide to contribute to the other’s comfort, conve-
nience, preferences, and so forth, even when it requires discomfort, incon-
venience, and overlooking one’s own preferences at any given moment. 
Within this process of giving, there are intrinsic rewards of joy, satisfac-
tion, and peace. Under such conditions, happiness with the relationship 
no doubt follows. How do people establish relationships? Dreikurs offers a 
psychological explanation.

Choosing a Mate

Dreikurs believed that the secret personal anticipation of individuals 
guided them in the selection of their perspective mates. These are trans-
lated into impressions of physical, social, and psychological characteris-
tics. They are unconscious in most respects but predictable in satisfying 
unspoken wants, desires, and expectations.

From the first impression until the outward expression of commitment, 
each individual weighs minute behaviors into a pattern of anticipation 
that either fits or does not fit a prototype of the “desired characteristics for 
me.” An important Adlerian concept is imbedded within this perspective. 
Dreikurs (1946) believed:

There are deep personal demands which influence the final decision; 
and unbelievable as it may sound, everyone gets from his mate just 
the treatment that he unconsciously expected in the beginning. The 
demands which are gratified when we suddenly or gradually accept 
one person as our right mate are not conventional—not those of 
common sense. We feel attracted when we have met somebody who 
offers through his personality an opportunity to realize our personal 
pattern … to continue or revive plans which we have carried since 
childhood. (p. 68)

Therefore, as Dreikurs described it, mating serves secret personal anticipa-
tions. These are often unspoken, even unconscious, expectations and wants 
of the individual. When people “feel” someone is right for them, they tend to 
say that they are in “love.” Conversely, when they no longer perceive that the 
person meets their “needs,” they tend to say that they have “fallen out of love.” 
Thriftiness prior to a committed relationship becomes characterized as miser-
liness, generosity as extravagance, or interest in family as dull domesticity.

As strange as it may seem, in abusive relationships, when an abused 
partner refuses to leave at the urging of friends, family, and counselors, 
often what is missed is the pattern of anticipation that is being met by the 
abusive partner. This is not intended to minimize the real physical danger 
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that such partners often experience as a threat to leaving. Often, however, 
the abused partner would benefit from lifestyle therapy and second-order 
change (as would the abusive partner) as a means of changing unhealthy 
attitudes, goals, and behaviors that sustain them in the abusive relation-
ship. With such changes, the courage and conviction needed to accept the 
help and support of others to leave the abusive partner become the founda-
tion for more and better changes.

Dreikurs (1946) characterized such a tendency as an “appeal to deficien-
cies.” Unwittingly, some individuals are attracted to a person who offers 
the least possibility of a harmonious union.

Two secret tendencies are chiefly responsible for this: the desire to 
maintain one’s superiority, and hope of suffering. The one induces 
the selection of an inferior mate; the other the choice of someone 
who, despite certain qualities, brings dissatisfaction or even torture, 
granting only the solace of martyrdom. (p. 80)

The purpose associated with this inclination is to choose a partner for 
his or her faults. A partner who is inclined to be irresponsible, unproduc-
tive, asocial, or otherwise “socially inferior” offers no challenge to the indi-
vidual caught in a private logic requiring continual affirmation of his or 
her superiority. In point of fact, more than no challenge, the erring partner 
provides a readily available stark contrast for all to see how noble, com-
petent, or long suffering the “victim” or “martyr” is in their relationship. 
Again, however, one must avoid stereotypes of why categories of individu-
als seek specific types of relationships. It is more important that the coun-
selor come to understand the private logic of the individual.

Less obvious but just as destructive are signs of discouragement revealed 
through couples counseling, for example, where one partner makes small 
disrespectful comments, withholds intimate disclosures of love, or exhib-
its nonverbal evidence of condescending behaviors. These become the 
grounds for separation.

Another basic concept useful in counseling relates to the observation 
that whatever characteristics attracted individuals in courting also will 
contribute to their conflicts in intimate relationships. In fact, the very 
qualities that bring people together also tend to contribute to their conflict. 
For example, a man seeks a partner because he is intelligent, charming, 
home loving, independent, and fun loving. The other partner is attracted 
because his companion is intelligent, ambitious, hard working, depend-
able, and gregarious.

Although oversimplified, the scenario becomes one of the second partner 
feeling trapped at home or limited careerwise by a hard-working, hardly-at-
home, successful-but-too-busy companion who may or may not show much 
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appreciation for the sacrifices being made to have one career take prece-
dence over the other’s or the losses in other aspects of their relationship.

One seeks companionship to complement one’s private logic.

Each partner feels justified in this discontent. They may accept some 
responsibility for their tension but neither may understand how funda-
mentally each got exactly what they sought in the other person! For cou-
ples counseling to be effective, both partners need an understanding not 
only of their goals, convictions, and attitudes, but also of how their present 
relationship tends to reinforce mistaken notions that bring conflict.

Couples Counseling

Counselors must ask themselves at some point when one or more partners 
approaches counseling, what is the status of the relationship? Are both 
partners committed to the relationship? Are both prepared to enter coun-
seling with a desire for success in achieving a “twosome” or dyad? There 
are, of course, assessment instruments available to pinpoint trouble spots 
and areas of discouragement. The measure of commitment to continue the 
relationship, however, is not as easy to determine.

 As Vaughan (1986) found from interviews with individuals of various 
types, ages, and descriptions that went through what she called the “uncou-
pling” process, there are discernible stages and patterns that can be useful 
for the counselor to recognize. She characterized the unhappy member as 
the initiator and the other as simply the partner. She notes that often coun-
selors are confronted by a situation in which the initiator has unsuccessfully 
tried to communicate unhappiness, and only after he or she decides the rela-
tionship is “unsavable,” does the partner realize the depths of their predica-
ment. At this juncture, the initiator already has begun the process of leaving, 
psychologically if not physically. She notes that when a counselor is sought:

Partners will push for a professional whom they believe will be com-
mitted to saving the relationship. … Initiators on the other hand, will 
lobby for a counselor with no apparent bias toward keeping relation-
ships together. … Both compete for support of this third person who 
has now entered the fray. … All things are possible. … Nonetheless, 
counselors note that in most cases by the time a couple seeks coun-
seling, it is too late. (pp. 176–177)
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“Too late” is not an Adlerian viewpoint from which to approach coun-
seling. First, many couples join parent study groups and discover that they 
could learn much to improve their relationships. Many discover through 
structured programs, such as those sponsored by community agencies 
and churches, that there can be much benefit from outside assistance in 
improving their relationship. Second, if in doubt, an Adlerian counselor 
would inquire about the probabilities each partner would predict that they 
would still be together in five years. So long as each offers any prospect that 
they will be committed in the future, no matter how small, then there is 
hope worth pursuing. If no hope is present, then the assistance expected by 
one or both partners may be divorce or separation counseling. This most 
certainly needs to be as clear as possible from the outset.

Establishing the Relationship
Getting started will be more difficult for some couples and partners than 
others. “Initiators” are likely to be more anxious than their partner because 
their own motivation is in question (i.e., they harbor thoughts that the 
relationship probably is not savable). Conversely, the partner still hopeful 
of saving the relationship is emotionally distraught over the prospect of 
it ending. Worth noting is the fact that Vaughan found instances where 
partners had been initiators on other occasions or in other relationships. 
One can imagine over the life of a relationship how each member may have 
become discouraged enough to think of terminating it.

The uncoupling process is a natural evolution when one or more part-
ners becomes so discouraged, so fatigued by fighting, thinking, arguing, 
and trying, that at some times they feel too physically and emotionally 
drained to imagine going on for 5 more minutes, let alone 5 more years. 
As a consequence, they begin to explore other alternatives, if not in fact, 
at least in their mind. They tend to begin disengaging themselves from 
the frustration, guilt, hurt, anger, and related feelings associated with this 
relationship by pulling away from their partner.

In effect, the initiators have begun a process opposite how they origi-
nally became engaged with their partner. As one might guess, they can 
think more quickly of the partner’s faults than they can of what is attrac-
tive, encouraging, and desirable. Empathizing with these feelings, reas-
suring them that these are normal, understandable feelings under the 
circumstances, and offering support to both partners can do much to dif-
fuse the discouragement.

The counselor, then, strives to put both parties at ease by establishing 
rapport with each in a genuine way. This is not as difficult as it may seem if 
you can imagine that both parties are most likely emotionally in pain and 



262  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

yearn for empathic understanding. Without taking sides, simply asking 
each person to describe what has brought them to this point and what they 
have been doing to resolve their differences gives the counselor sufficient 
basis for empathizing with each partner’s predicament.

Establishing rapport includes reaching some agreement on goals and 
process. One goal with which both partners can usually agree is that the 
outcome should result in the promise of a happier life for each of them. 
At this juncture, the assumption can be expressed that they are there 
because the relationship needs improvement and that this could move 
each of them toward this goal.

Even though it may be apparent that one partner is resistant, some 
agreement is desirable for short-term goals. For example, you can explain 
the value of lifestyle assessment. This is true for both partners, whether 
or not they continue counseling or the relationship beyond the sessions 
needed to complete it. Assuming that they are agreeable to participating 
in this process, they should be agreeable to scheduling another four or five 
sessions with an opportunity to renegotiate after that point.

Assessment
The assessment process can be done formally or informally. As noted 
above, the counselor is alert to unspoken words as well as nonverbal cues 
between the couple that are important to the counseling relationship.

The process includes determining what they hope to achieve through 
counseling. When the relationship seems in serious question, ask the part-
ners to individually write what they consider to be the likelihood of it surviv-
ing 5 more years. Each writes the percentage (e.g., 20% chance) on a piece of 
paper and gives it to the counselor. How closely their opinions match may 
give an indication of how much discussion has preceded seeking counsel-
ing. It also can indicate who the initiator is (i.e., who is unhappy and has 
begun the process of leaving) and which partner believes the relationship 
is savable.

The individual with the lowest percentage often poses the greatest chal-
lenge to cooperation. Their discouragement is likely to have begun before 
their partner’s and they have exhausted much of their hope for a happy 
resolution. As a consequence, they may unwittingly, if not deliberately, 
attempt to prove that there really is no hope after all. If you suspect that this 
is the case, then kindly but deliberately raise the issue. This can be done in 
such a way as to explain how the process of “uncoupling” works, as noted 
above. This can help to normalize an otherwise very disturbing process.

In the initial interview, issues related to finances, in-laws, parenting, 
shared responsibilities, and expressions of love (sexual as well as other-
wise) are common. These are an expression of the issues related to coop-
eration. Most often, these reveal the areas where the partners have focused 
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their unsuccessful efforts at cooperation. Decision making, problem solv-
ing, and conflict resolution strategies are teachable. In the homework and 
reorientation phase of the counseling process, these can be developed. The 
real issues, however, concern clashes of the lifestyles. For this to be uncov-
ered, lifestyle assessment is helpful.

The counselor also must listen for what is not said. Serious symptoms of 
lack of success will be found in alcohol abuse, other substance abuse, part-
ner or child abuse, and triangulating by one or both partners. Triangulating 
may seem relatively innocuous as when a parent is overinvolved with a 
child or one is overly ambitious at work. But both are at the expense of the 
relationship and both erode its foundation.

Obviously, when alcoholism and other more serious conditions are 
involved, the challenge to successful counseling is that much greater. These 
are frequently “secrets” that couples keep to themselves. The counselor 
must be alert to uncovering them when they are not presented by the cou-
ple. In some cases, it is as easy as asking how much and how often they 
consume alcohol. Depending on the family background, values, and so 
forth, they may see their abusive drinking behavior as perfectly normal. In 
other cases, they will attempt to minimize or deny it.

Another serious impediment to a successful counseling relationship is 
triangulation by the partners with others outside of the relationship. These 
can be well-intended friends or relatives or a lover of one of the partners. 
If the precipitating crisis for counseling came from an affair of one of the 
partners, the type and length of the relationship and availability of the 
third person should be determined. These can be indices for the likelihood 
that one partner will be tempted to seek refuge there when counseling is 
difficult or seemingly unsuccessful. The affair itself, however, is usually an 
expression of the discouragement in the relationship. Statistically, few of 
the third-party persons ever enter into the lives of the partner even after a 
divorce. They definitely can be a factor, however, during this fragile time in 
the life of a struggling marriage or partnership.

The relative or friend who supports the partner against the other is also 
a problem. What both partners need are friends who support their efforts 
to be a couple and who are willing to do so in a genuine, loving way. As a 
consequence, the counselor may need to spend some time helping the cou-
ple identify such people and consider how to involve them in their social 
lives at this point in time. Some of these people may be old mutual friends 
who were dropped as the relationship deteriorated; coworkers with com-
mon interests; church members looking for couples of like age, family life, 
and so forth; or acquaintances newly met through a recreational activity 
such as dancing, card playing, or bowling. Such persons and couples can 
constitute a social support network for normalizing their relationship.
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Lifestyle Assessment for Couples
Lifestyle assessment and the interpretation of what this means in relation 
to their conflicts provides a nonthreatening pairing of beliefs, behaviors, 
and feelings. These pairings become the basis for new understandings, 
trying on new behaviors, and dissipating negative feelings. As noted in 
Chapter 5, it provides a method for uncovering, for example, the views one 
holds about men, women, and the way that they relate to one another in 
resolving conflicts, meeting life tasks, and so forth. This method provides 
a useful way of constructing the individual’s unique patterns, which can 
be made immediate, relevant, and concrete to a counselee.

The process includes the childhood family constellation and early recol-
lections. In each case, the partner is present during the collection of data 
and interpretative observations of the counselor. This activity itself tends 
to diffuse some of the anxiousness of both parties and generally evokes 
some greater hopefulness. It may be one of the few truly cooperative, non-
threatening activities for them together in some time. Positive humor can 
be a part of the antidote to an otherwise toxic situation as childhood recol-
lections are shared.

Prior to collecting the lifestyle information, you may wish to ask each 
of the partners to write on a piece of paper how their relationship would be 
made better if their partner were different in certain ways. These should be 
shared with the counselor but not the partners until later in the interpre-
tative phase of counseling. At the point when the counselor has enough 
insight to see the connection between the individual’s life convictions and 
the “offending” behavior, then they, counselor and clients, can disclose this 
to the observing partner.

Another technique allows a quick assessment of trouble spots early in the 
counseling process. Partners are asked first to rate themselves on seven areas 
of life tasks (i.e., occupation/work, love and marriage/partnership, friendship, 
getting along with oneself, finding meaning in life, leisure and recreation, 
and parenting). They do this using a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 as high. Next, part-
ners are asked to indicate where they believe their partner would rate them in 
each of the areas. These are plotted on a paper or board for all to see.

The discrepancies as well as agreements become the focus of attention. 
Depending on the couple and circumstances, this technique can be used 
for partners to rate other areas such as coping with finances, in-laws, or 
spiritual issues.

The Case of Nel and Mark

Mark and Nel came in for counseling after referral by their pastor. He had 
talked with them and concluded that they would benefit from a trained 
counselor’s assistance. Mark was wary and not altogether communicative. 
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Nel was obviously distraught and very tense. Early in the first session it 
was disclosed that Mark had had an affair with a woman where he worked. 
The woman did not work near him and had changed shifts since Nel had 
confronted Mark with her suspicions. Nevertheless, Nel was not sure that 
it was really over or simply waiting to start again.

When asked how their relationship would be better if their partner were 
different, Mark wrote that Nel would be more fun to be with, less bossy, 
and less task oriented. Nel said that Mark would be more responsible and 
more sensitive to her feelings and desires. On the basis of what had been 
said, I was inclined to think that Mark was the initiator and Nel was only 
now realizing the potential loss of their relationship. Obviously, trust was 
going to be a large factor in the success of the relationship as well.

The need for structure and encouragement to help them get unstuck 
from the emotionally draining dialogues that had been going on for the 
last several days seemed evident. Prior to beginning lifestyle assessment, 
it can be revealing to have the couple describe a typical day. Listening for 
cues as to how roles are structured, unspoken rules and ways of relat-
ing to one another, children, coworkers, in-laws, and so forth, helps the 
counselor develop notions about the unconscious goals and movement of 
each partner in this relationship as well as how external influences may be 
important. This can be the counselor’s first opportunity to assess the pos-
sibility of later family counseling, including in-laws when their influence 
impinges on the success of the relationship.

This was a tension-relieving activity for the couple; both of them got 
involved and showed some evidence of cooperation. As will be revealed 
a little later, my hunches about the priorities of this couple were corrobo-
rated by the lifestyle assessment.

As the lifestyle assessments progressed, both Mark and Nel became 
engrossed in the process itself and let down their defenses. Occasional 
laughter came into the telling of childhood stories, recalling friends, fam-
ily situations, and similar information.

Mark was a youngest child. He had been doted on by his mother and 
taken care of by his sometimes reluctant sisters. Two of his recollections:

I remember Beth [+4 years], my oldest sister, telling me that I’d have 
to wait until Mom got home to get my dessert. When she wasn’t look-
ing, I got it anyway. I thought, I’m old enough to get my own dessert. 
I felt good. I don’t think she ever knew that I got it.

∗ ∗ ∗ ∗

I remember Beth and Nancy [+2 years] holding my hands between 
them. We were going somewhere and I didn’t want to go. They held 
on tight and dragged me along. I didn’t like it and they knew it, too!
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Mark is telling us a lot about his approach to life and about his pri-
orities. Adler characterized four types of No. 1 priorities: ruling, getting, 
avoiding, and socially useful. Not to be confused with labeling or cate-
gorizing, these offer one way of attempting to understand the dominant 
themes in an individual’s life. These are goals toward which individuals 
move in unconscious, habitual ways. One sees in Mark’s case a young man 
who has decided, “I should get what I want when I want it and not a min-
ute later!” or words to that effect. When confronted with this assessment, 
Mark smiled his agreement.

Building on the prior theme, I continued, “and no woman can stand in 
my way of getting what I want.” Nel could not resist saying that this had 
certainly been true in their relationship. Surprising to some people, Mark 
was not defensive about this; indeed, he was proud of it! For him it was 
true, so what’s wrong with that?

You might guess that Nel was an oldest child. She had a younger brother, 
Bill, by 4 years. Each had a special position within the family. Although she 
helped with her brother, she had not considered it a problem. He was “a 
pretty nice little kid,” and aside from getting into her stuff sometimes, he 
was kind of fun to have around.

Now for a couple of her recollections:

One evening, Billy was supposed to be helping me do something in 
the kitchen. As it turned out, I think I did all the work but I remem-
ber he was so funny clowning around that I didn’t mind.

∗ ∗ ∗ ∗

One Sunday we were at church and I remember the minister talk-
ing to my mother and father out on the front steps. It was a lovely 
day. The grass was green, the trees were in bloom (it must have been 
spring), the sun was shining, everything was just great. And I remem-
ber overhearing the minister say what a delightful little girl I was, 
how fortunate my parents were to have a child so responsible that she 
could go to the adult church and never be noticed. My parents agreed 
and I know that it made them feel really good. Me, too.

Interpretation
Without getting into a great deal of detail, I was already able to do some 
guessing about this relationship. Unless, for example, it was a family value 
to go to church in Mark’s family, guess where he would resist “being 
dragged” by Nel? This guess was on target and both were fascinated by 
this small insight. It had been a bone of contention between them since 
the early days of their marriage. One also can guess who has taken on the 
responsible and “pleasing” role within this family: Nel, of course.
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Mark, on the other hand, is supposed to at least come home, lighten up 
the environment, and provide some entertainment. Nel readily acknowl-
edged, if there was to be any fun or social activity, it was up to Mark to be 
the “social director.” He, however, tired of this expectation. At this point, 
they were invited to share what was on their “how our relationship would 
be different” list. With a little prompting, both could see how Nel’s pre
occupation with being “responsible,” “seen but not heard,” and in charge of 
“pleasing” was a heavy burden and impediment to their relationship.

Although Mark had married Nel because she was pleasing, responsible, 
and so forth, he did not like her bossiness. She countered that a little help 
around the house and with the kids could make it possible for her to be less 
bossy. At this point, I intervened to ask if they would like to do something 
about it. This redirected the energy and we moved to the next phase of the 
process.

This is not a lock-step process, however. There were many more insights 
gained from the family constellation, images each developed about how 
men and women behave toward one another; how they had learned to 
either cooperate and collaborate, or merely cohabitate; and how they han-
dled disagreement, conflict, and so forth. Likewise, these and other early 
recollections provided additional useful insights. And throughout the pro-
cess of counseling, we would occasionally refer to the lifestyle material.

Reorientation
Reorientation is the process of retraining old outlooks and attitudes such 
that they produce new and better feelings and behavior. The case of Mark 
and Nel is used to illustrate reorientation.

For Mark, we had to confront the mistaken, adversarial role he assigned 
to women in general and Nel in particular. An interesting aside to Mark’s 
insight was the realization that a recurring difficulty that he had with a 
female coworker was rooted in his private logic about women. In relation 
to Nel, helping him to gain intrinsic satisfaction in a role as helpmate and 
willing companion was going to take time. On the other hand, the trust 
that Nel had lost in him was to be regained only after some emotional, 
soul-searching experience. Time and deliberate effort were necessary for 
these and more to be accomplished.

Adlerians have observed that couples tend to be attracted by patterns, 
for example, in which one partner is concerned with power and the other 
control, or one in pleasing and the other in comfort and being served. In 
this case, Nel and Mark could see that each of them had contributed to 
the growing discontent within their marriage. Nel was clearly tired of the 
domestic role alone, and yet it was comfortable to her and a lot safer than 
stepping outside of the home. She had felt satisfied in pleasing Mark and 
her children.
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Now Nel was needed less by the children and Mark was not happy with 
her efforts to please him. Mark could be a source of support and encour-
agement. This was to be a new role for him, as Nel had always been the one 
to listen to his concerns at work, plans for promotion, and so forth. For the 
first time in a long time, and maybe ever, Mark and Nel were going to col-
laborate on working toward mutual goals. Until now, each contributed to 
the household by performing different tasks in conjunction with different 
people, using different resources, and on different time schedules. Each 
succeeded in their own endeavors with the cooperation but not necessarily 
collaboration of their partner.

Mark meets people easily. One of his contributions was to help Nel learn 
to do the same for herself. Nel agreed that she would like to “lighten up” 
and be able to enjoy more recreational time with friends as a couple. She 
also expressed a desire to take an adult continuing education course to see 
how that would do for finding new activities outside of the home. Mark 
acknowledged that he would work alongside Nel to get evening chores 
done so that they could have more quality time together.

In the process of counseling, Nel had willingly characterized herself as 
“Super Mom.” Although that image had served her purposes previously, 
she was ready to take off the proverbial cape (and apron, too!) to see herself 
as a person, not as one in a perfectionistic stereotypic role.

One assignment that they, like many couples, found difficult but neces-
sary to their relationship was dialogue and communication time. There are 
many variations on this as a method but the goals are the same: to establish 
or reopen authentic communications between the partners.

One recommendation to a couple is to establish a mutually agreed upon 
time to share feelings about anything that they care to share. One way to do 
this is by one person talking first for a fixed time such as 15 to 30 minutes 
without response from the partner. The partner then has an equal amount 
of time. They alternate who starts first each time. A variation on this is 
to have partners write a letter to each other, to share the letters, and then 
to dialogue on the messages in each letter for a specified period of time. 
The topics of the letters can be suggested by the counselor until the couple 
catches on and can create their own.

Because the purposes of these activities are to increase intimacy and to 
cultivate better communication skills, the counselor will need to teach or 
review some basics of such communication. For example, when attempting 
to communicate feelings, the person should learn to use feeling vocabu-
lary such as that found in Chapter 4. A quick technique for discriminating 
between “feeling” and “thinking” communication is by substitution of the 
word “think” for the word “feel” in the sentence. If the sentence makes 
good sense, then it is not a “feeling” communication. For example:
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Not a feeling communication: I feel that we should stop pointing out each other’s 
faults!

I think that we should stop pointing out each 
other’s faults!

A feeling communication: I feel so hurt every time you say something ugly 
in front of our friends! (makes sense as a feeling)

I think so hurt every time you say something ugly 
in front of our friends! (does not make sense!)

The use of “I messages” as described in Chapter 4 is also an important 
addition to many couples’ communications skills. These can be reinforced 
by participation of such couples in group counseling or, as they have a 
stable foundation, in couples’ enrichment groups.

There are many other topical areas with which the counselor can be 
a resource and/or direct assistance. These include child-rearing attitudes 
and practices, financial management strategies, coping with in-laws or for-
mer spouses, blending families, or encouraging career and other life plan-
ning, because the foundation for all of these is basic life coping strategies. 
Conflict resolution, democratic decision making, and encouragement 
techniques such as those found in other chapters of this book are funda-
mental to the repertoire of successful couples.

On the other hand, the counselor must be prepared to let go of the rela-
tionship as the goal of counseling when and if it becomes clear that the 
goals of one or both of the partners is separation or divorce. In these cases, 
the process of coping with all that moving apart entails will be important. 
Both parties will have emotional, social, physical, and financial challenges 
before them. In cases where there are children to consider, they, too, will 
have need of support, encouragement, and ideas of how to cope.

There are, of course, many issues to deal with related to legal separation 
and divorce that are beyond the scope of this chapter. Dreikurs said that 
it takes an agreement to have a fight. If a couple can see that turning the 
agreement to cooperation, at least for the purpose of minimizing hurt to 
themselves, their children, and their careers, then they may learn from this 
experience what they never could learn when they were together.

Even in separation and divorce, there is hope for some good to come 
from the experience that can follow them into another relationship. This is 
an important point for both partners intent on ending the relationship to 
understand if at all possible. The dissolving relationship most often has a 
life of its own beyond the legal termination. Emotionally, financially, and 
familywise, when children are involved especially, partners continue to 
experience the presence of the old relationship. The longer the relation-
ship, the deeper and more long lasting the effect on both partners. As a 
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consequence, the more unfinished business of an emotional nature that 
is sorted out and directly confronted, the better off both partners will be 
in the future. I have witnessed situations in which pets are made the issue 
and visiting rights kept a contentious relationship going long after living 
together was over. The price for not learning cooperation was much greater 
than these individuals ever imagined. Learning to live apart cooperatively 
is also a desirable purpose for counseling or therapy.

Summary

Adlerian counseling and psychotherapy has an essential ingredient within 
it that all marriages and partnerships require: hopefulness. Without hope, 
there can be no successful couples’ intervention. Hope can be cultivated 
with genuine, uncompromising encouragement. The business of encour-
aging persons in troubled relationships is challenging and fraught with 
pitfalls. In spite of one’s very best effort, the ultimate responsibility for the 
hope of success rests with the individual partners. Adlerian counselors 
strive to use all of their knowledge, skill, and caring to nurture whatever 
hope exists within the partnership.

Cooperation is the benchmark against which success can be measured. 
If the relationship changes from that of marriage or living together, there 
is still positive work that can be done to help all parties involved cope with 
the inevitable changes and adjustments. As Dreikurs noted, there can be 
no fight without the cooperation of both parties to carry on the fight. The 
counselor’s work is to help them understand and turn their cooperation to 
constructive outcomes for the betterment of both partners, individually 
and collectively, regardless of the final determination of a continued mar-
riage or partnership.

In the next chapter (Chapter 11), Dreikurs’ four steps to conflict reso-
lution are explained and illustrated through consultation. There are also 
activities related to conflict resolution including those with couples.

Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 Why does the author believe that Adlerian philosophy and meth-
ods related to couple relationships are even more relevant today 
than in generations past?

	 2.	What is meant by, “Love is an antecedent and by-product of an 
intimate relationship”?
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	 3.	 How can the fact that one got exactly what he or she wanted in a 
partner result in discord?

	 4.	 Why do you think Adlerians maintain an optimistic outlook 
when a couple’s relationship may seem almost hopelessly lost?
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11Chapter 

Consulting With Families

Adlerians work in a variety of settings and deal with many kinds of 
problems, persons, and situations. Dreikurs noted on different occasions 
that there would be no significant or unsolvable interpersonal problems 
if persons had confidence in their own equality. Without the courage to 
be imperfect, small problems become large ones. He also taught that the 
issues disagreeing parties bring to a counselor are most often not the real 
source of their difficulty. The major source of their difficulties is most often 
who wins and who loses. Whatever the social conflict, who gets the upper 
hand or who loses respect is the hidden agenda in negotiations.

To solve conflicts requires an awareness of the hidden agenda and a 
strategy for establishing a new agreement in which no one wins or loses. 
For this reason, Dreikurs recommended four steps in problem solving and 
conflict resolution:

	 1.	 Establish mutual respect (i.e., grant each the legitimacy of his or 
her feelings and perceptions).

	 2.	 Pinpoint the real issue(s) (i.e., personal concerns about one’s rela-
tive status or loss of it).

	 3.	 Change the agreement from one of fighting to a genuine concern 
for what the situation or task requires (i.e., the facts of the situation, 
what I am doing, and how I can change my behavior to help provide 
for the welfare of others in the resolution of the problem situation).

	 4.	 Allow all parties to participate in making the decision (i.e., listen 
to each other, help each other, decide together how to solve the 
problems, and each assume responsibility for a part in the new 
agreement).
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Adlerians, therefore, approach different social relationships (e.g., 
teacher–student, employer–employee, partner–partner, husband–wife, 
parent–child) with essentially the same problem-solving, conflict-resolu-
tion strategy. Whether a counselee or consultee, the individual involved 
will be conscious of the fact that how he or she thinks, feels, and acts are 
subject to influence and change as a part of the resolution of a situation. 
I have found a definition of consultation, however, useful as a means of 
distinguishing between it and other helping relationships.

Consultation involves three or more persons.

Adlerian consultation involves:

	 1.	 At least three persons, directly or indirectly: the consultant, the 
consultee, and the consultee’s clients, students, children, employ-
ees, and so forth.

	 2.	 A problem or situation among persons that could benefit from a 
third party’s view and expertise.

	 3.	 An equalitarian, collaborative relationship in which the consultee 
is free to accept, reject, or alter consultant suggestions.

	 4.	 The same conditions necessary in any helping relationship 
(e.g., genuineness, caring, empathy, facilitative confrontation, 
specificity).

The consultant, then, is a third party who provides assistance on an ad 
hoc basis. The consultant’s goal is to effectively share his or her knowledge 
and skills in a way that empowers the consultee. The goal is to make fur-
ther consultation for similar concerns no longer necessary.

Unlike counseling, which tends to focus on the private logic, emotions, 
and behavior of an individual, the focus of attention in consultation tends 
to be directed more toward solving problems and resolving conflicts with 
a person and a group (e.g., supervisor–supervisees) or between groups 
(e.g., races, union–management). In Chapter 10, couples counseling, while 
dealing with conflict resolution as well, is shown to be approached from 
the phenomenological perspective of each partner. Later in this chapter I 
provide an example of a case in which a counselor works as a consultant to 
parents to help them cope more effectively with their children.

Adlerian and Systems Theory

In their book Family ἀ erapy, Nichols and Schwartz (1994) correctly 
noted that Adler and Dreikurs were among the earliest community group 
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practitioners. Particularly noteworthy were their observations about 
Dreikurs’ contributions to family therapy:

Dreikurs’ technique with families combined emotional support and 
encouragement with interpretations and suggestions about modify-
ing unhappy interactions. He encouraged families to discuss their 
mutual problems in an open, democratic spirit, and he urged them 
to institute regular “family council,” in order to carry the model of 
family group therapy into the family’s daily life.

Despite the fact that his approach anticipated many later develop-
ments in family therapy, Dreikurs’ work did not gain wide attention, 
nor did it have much influence on the field. … He is one of those 
people who possess foresight and imagination, but whose ideas do 
not take hold because they are not developed in a receptive profes-
sional context. (p. 232)

An interesting aside to the above citation is that the reference to Dreikurs’ 
contributions was deleted from subsequent editions of the Nichols and 
Schwartz family book. It seems ironic to refer to a lack of a receptive pro-
fessional context for his ideas and then continue this oversight by effec-
tively eliminating reference to his pioneering contributions. This oversight 
does not diminish the reality of Dreikurs’ works still being translated into 
other languages and thousands of copies sold. 

By going into the community conducting group educational and con-
sultation sessions, Adler and Dreikurs were among the first to see the entire 
family as a system whose structure and interactions were intertwined.

Systems theory essentially builds on the idea that individuals influ-
ence and are influenced by the human systems within which they live and 
work. The systems proponents believe that the identified patient is simply 
an expression of a dysfunctional family of which the identified patient is 
a part. Depending on which approach to systems theory one follows, the 
practitioners variously use communications methods, strategies to restruc-
ture family interaction, or techniques to help their counselees reframe 
their perceptions of the family dynamic.

These variations on systems offer a different and potentially comple-
mentary way of conceptualizing and intervening with families from an 
Adlerian perspective. Proponents such as Minuchin (1974; Minuchin & 
Fishman, 1981) have made contributions to family therapy from which 
Adlerians can benefit.

In Minuchin’s approach, research has demonstrated particular effec-
tiveness with family situations involving anorexia nervosa, adult drug 
addiction, and similarly difficult-to-treat cases. Because structural theory 
and methods are well suited to comparison with Adlerian concepts and 
methods, a brief discussion follows.
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Minuchin, like Dreikurs, worked in inner-city, low-income (slum) areas. 
He found that establishing rapport involved what came to be known as 
joining with the family, although not becoming a part of the family system 
(as some other theorists propose), Minuchin makes a quick assessment of 
whether the family is dysfunctional or simply transitional in the lifecycle 
of the family (e.g., when children are born or leave home).

Like Adlerians, Minuchin prefers to have the entire family present in 
order to assess their here-and-now functioning. He keeps young children 
and the parents together during assessment. Rather than a distraction to 
the process, the child–adult interactions are seen as an essential part in the 
early assessment of the family’s functioning. If he concludes that the fam-
ily is dysfunctional, he moves quickly to intervene as his assessment dic-
tates. Like Adlerians, he is very conscious of normal developmental family 
concerns. He cautions others to be slow to categorize a family’s function-
ing as dysfunctional. He accepts a broad range of coping behaviors and 
interactions as “normal.” He is quick to remind others that most, if not 
all, families deviate from the mythical norm to a greater or lesser extent, 
especially in times of crisis or transition.

One important tenet is related to what he terms subsystems within the 
family. If the mother–child subsystem is treated without consideration for 
its purpose in relation to the other subsystems (e.g., father–mother), then 
the intervention is not likely to result in a lasting change. Subsystems are 
elements of the family based on function. Therefore, if the mother’s goal is 
to maintain distance from the father or if the father is aligned against the 
mother with another child, techniques such as going to the bathroom to 
sidestep excessive attention or power struggles (as Adlerians often suggest) 
will only address a part of the problem.

Minuchin believes that subsystems are circumscribed and regulated 
by emotional boundaries. Normal families have clear enough boundar-
ies to protect individuals and the subsystems, but all receive freedom for 
autonomy and mutual support as well. Interpersonal boundaries regulate 
the amount of contact with others. With not enough boundaries, individ-
uation is hampered. With too much, individuals experience little or no 
emotional support.

With what he terms enmeshed families, the boundaries are diffused. 
Such families smother the individuality of its less powerful members. The 
enmeshed subsystem offers a heightened sense of mutual support but at 
the expense of autonomy. The challenge to the counselor is to help mem-
bers of the family to think, feel, and behave independently. This is certainly 
consistent with Adlerian goals as well.

Disengaged families have rigid boundaries. These families have mem-
bers who literally go their own way and “do their own thing.” These 
members feel no loyalty, support, or commitment to the members of 
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the family. Adlerians would move quickly to encourage family members 
toward greater emotional and related support. These are difficult families 
to help.

Having diagnosed a subsystem that works against a healthier environ-
ment for the family members, Minuchin attempts to restructure the family 
by activating dormant structures. For example, if he finds the mother and 
child in a subsystem distancing mother from the father, he may deliber-
ately have the parents sit together and place the child at some distance 
away from them, possibly next to another family member or himself. He 
may ask the parents and children how this feels. He then reinforces the 
benefits of this arrangement and asks them to continue practicing it until 
the feelings are comfortable.

Techniques like these are creatively developed to fit the situation. Then 
family members are encouraged to replicate these activities outside of the 
counseling office. As an Adlerian counselor I often recommend a discus-
sion or counseling group for parents or couples to help deal with some of 
these issues.

Minuchin notes that family structure involves a set of covert rules. 
Like Adlerians, he brings these to the awareness of the family members to 
be examined. When necessary, these rules are exposed as counterproduc-
tive to the best interests of the family. Because they are covert, when left 
unexamined, they tend to be self-perpetuating.

Incorporating systems theory and methods into the Adlerian approach 
will include extending the family history to include generational issues (e.g., 
history of alcoholism, person abuse, health conditions, etc.), assessing the 
subsystems within the family beyond mother–father–child (which Dreikurs 
did as well), studying ethnicity as an influence on values, feelings, and behav-
iors within both the nuclear and the new families, and potentially adopting 
specific techniques that further the work of assessment and intervention.

Underlying Assumptions of Adlerian Consultation

Among the assumptions underlying the Adlerian consultation process are 
the following:

	 1.	 We are all in the same boat (i.e., we share common human frail-
ties and assets and can benefit from this fact as we work together 
to overcome common problems). No one need act on feelings of 
inadequacy or compensatory superiority if he or she understands 
and accepts the reality of the human condition.

	 2.	 What is shared by the consultant is basically educative in nature 
(i.e., he or she is teaching a philosophy and process of social 
democracy in which the logic of social living is predicated upon 
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the equality of persons). Techniques and methods help to estab-
lish this approach as a useful way of living together for all people. 
Pathology or abnormality is not assumed to be the source of dif-
ficulty nor is therapy the modus operandi.

	 3.	 The consultee is willing to consider changing his or her behavior 
and attitudes first (i.e., an acceptance of responsibility for helping 
to establish a new agreement).

	 4.	 Although many of the recommendations generally are effective 
with certain types of problems, the consultant is prepared for the 
unexpected (e.g., most children respond to specific recommenda-
tions in a particular way, but you can be equally sure that some 
will not, and this, too, should be expected).

	 5.	 Encouragement is a keystone to the entire process. Attentiveness, 
friendliness, and general supportiveness are fundamental to the 
relationship. When recommendations are made, they are offered 
in a clear, concise manner without harsh evaluative implications 
that everything done before was wrong. In fact, the consultee is 
encouraged to build on his or her strengths to help prescribe new 
alternatives to behaviors that he or she considers potentially more 
useful than others.

	 6.	 With proper consultation and desire by the consultees, they will 
make innovations on the consultant’s suggestions and, eventually, 
will function independently of the consultant quite successfully.

Characteristics of Strong Families

In Chapter 2, models for wellness based on the Adlerian constructs for 
life tasks provide a review of the characteristics of healthy persons. These 
models and the assessment instruments developed from them represent an 
extension of Adlerian theory based on empirical studies across disciplines. 
The constructs for wellness are characterized as movement toward higher 
social interest and consequently greater self-efficacy and optimizing self 
in relationship with others. Wellness is no longer a novel concept among 
Adlerians (Sweeney & Witmer, 1991). The idea of helping individuals and 
families to optimize their potential and social interest is quite Adlerian, 
and Dreikurs worked toward such ends through his many contributions.

Naturally, family as a social unit constitutes an essential component in 
the development of individuals. Likewise, individuals are essential to the 
health and development of the family. Research has been conducted with 
thousands of families that reveal common characteristics of those consid-
ered to be well. There are parallels between the characteristics of well indi-
viduals, well partnerships and marriages, and what some researchers call 
family strengths. Data were gathered on diverse groups throughout the 
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United States and abroad, from all economic levels, single-parent and two-
parent families, all educational levels, many religious persuasions, across 
generations, and across cultures and races. Among the characteristics of 
strong marriages and families, and in all likelihood same-sex couples, are 
the following (Stinnett & DeFrain, 1985):

	 1.	 Commitment. Members are dedicated to promoting each other’s 
welfare and happiness. They value the unity of the family.

	 2.	 Appreciation. Members show appreciation for each other daily.
	 3.	 Communication. Members have good communication skills and 

spend a lot of time talking with each other.
	 4.	 Time. Members spend large quantities of quality time with each 

other.
	 5.	 Spirituality. Whether they go to formal religious services or not, 

members have a strong sense of a greater good or power in life, 
and that belief gives them strength or purpose.

	 6.	 Coping ability. Members are able to view stress or crises as an 
opportunity to grow.

These characteristics are consistent with those found in Dreikurs’ works 
as well as the underlying foundation of those found throughout this book. 
In my experience as a counselor, they are consistent with the goals that 
counselors typically attempt to achieve. Having such a list, however, can 
make one’s efforts more focused, more positive, and hopefully more effec-
tive. They represent areas for assessment and strengthening in all couples 
and families who seek assistance.

Interview

The one area in which Adlerians have had the most experience and noto-
riety is adult and child relationships. Dreikurs (1971) does refer to other 
situations, including labor relations, in which he used Adlerian methods 
successfully as a consultant. Likewise, I have used Dreikurs’ methods suc-
cessfully as a consultant and workshop leader in business and organiza-
tional settings. The remainder of this chapter, however, will be devoted 
to illustrating Adlerian intervention primarily with parents and children 
since it remains one of Adler’s greatest contributions to practice.

From my experience and observations of demonstrations by other 
Adlerians, the following section outlines the major sequential stages of the 
interview. In this case, the illustration is based on the parent–child rela-
tionship. The family and couples relationship are fundamentally healthy. 
As a consequence, rather than counseling the family per se, the counselor 
functions as a consultant to the parents in helping them learn more effec-
tive attitudes and methods of working with the children.
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With minor modifications, teacher–pupil examples could be used as 
well. Because demonstrations or large group participation are common 
with Adlerian methods, reference is made as to how this is taken into con-
sideration by the counselor-consultant. A full, only partially edited, two-
parent-family interview appears in Appendix A.

Establishing Rapport
Whether in the counselor’s office or in a group setting, such as a family 
education center, the counselor-consultant will be concerned first with 
helping to put the parents at ease. Friendliness and sensitivity to the new-
ness of a group situation for parents can reduce their apprehension early 
in the conference.

Generally, Adlerians work with parents in a group setting only after 
parents have had one or more opportunities to observe a similar demon-
stration. In any case, structuring statements often are used to help establish 
ground rules for the group conference and to clarify the parents’ expecta-
tions for the conference as well.

Because experience has shown that families have much in common con-
cerning parent–child relationships, the counselor uses his or her knowl-
edge and experience to dispel the notion that this family and these parents 
are more troubled or less competent than others. While being aware of and 
empathizing with the parents’ concerns, the counselor attempts to provide 
a new perspective on family living for them. If necessary, he or she helps to 
unite them with the larger body of parents who experience similar prob-
lems but also have begun to learn new methods for coping with them.

Among the types of ground rules for a group setting consultation are 
the following:

	 1.	 Parents and children are invited to ask questions of the group as 
well as the counselor whenever they desire.

	 2.	 The group may ask questions or comment, but the parents may 
choose not to respond and/or the counselor may intervene if he or 
she believes that is necessary.

	 3.	 Labeling, evaluating, or otherwise categorizing the family or its 
members into static terms is definitely avoided.

	 4.	 Support and encouragement from the group members is used 
whenever appropriate (i.e., to show solidarity or common con-
cerns, validate usefulness of methods from others’ experience, or 
help reduce distance among participants).

	 5.	 What is discussed with the family remains within the group, 
although most of what is discussed will be behavior relatively 
public to others as well (i.e., neighbors, friends, and even strang-
ers often know about the problems of a given family). On the other 
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hand, respect and even admiration can be shown best by limiting 
discussion or comments about the family to the group of which 
they are a part.

	 6.	 Questions or comments relating to other families are not 
discussed.

	 7.	The method of teaching by demonstration is explained and the 
fact that therapy, per se, is not the orientation for helping is clari-
fied if necessary.

Parent Interview
Once the preliminary aspects of the relationship are established, the coun-
selor will begin by requesting information about the family constellation. 
This information requires a listing of the children by name, age, and gen-
der including any children deceased, stillborn, or miscarried. The latter 
information can be significant with respect to special or unusual treatment 
of living children.

Other children living in the same household or significant other adults 
with whom the children interact regularly may be noted. Grandparents 
who keep the children, for example, while the mother and father work have 
a substantial influence on the children. They, too, may be invited to partici-
pate in the sessions with the parents on occasion.

Frequently, in the case of a two-parent family, the mother will choose 
to be seated nearest the counselor and will tend to answer the questions 
as they are asked. This may suggest that the mother is considered to be 
more responsible for the children. This is one reason that an effort should 
be made to include both parents in all phases of the process as much as 
possible. Fathers, obviously, are a very important part of any success with 
the children’s development. In dual-career marriages or couples, both par-
ents are getting involved with responsibilities formerly thought to be those 
of principally a mother.

Some Adlerians take notes as they talk with the parents. If this is the 
case, a mention of the fact and how it is helpful in recalling important infor-
mation may allay concerns the parents feel about this process. A shorthand 
system allows maximum eye contact when used properly. However, note 
taking is discontinued if it is a distraction.

Family constellation information is essential in consultation.

Generally the parents are quite prepared to report their reasons for 
seeking assistance. One or more of the children are a source of difficulty 
and they feel unable to cope successfully with it any longer. On the basis 
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of the initial family constellation information including birth order, the 
counselor may make a guess about the characteristics of one or more of the 
children after hearing the parents’ description of the presenting problem. 
On the basis of simple probabilities, the counselor often can determine 
who among the children fits the following descriptions:

	 1.	 Tries to please
	 2.	 Gets best grades
	 3.	 Helps out at home
	 4.	 Tries to be considerate
	 5.	 Is happy-go-lucky
	 6.	 Is cute
	 7.	 Gets own way easily
	 8.	 Demands own way
	 9.	 Is rebellious
	 10.	 Is critical of others
	 11.	 Is easily hurt, sensitive
	 12.	 Is bossy
	 13.	 Fights with whom
	 14.	 Takes care of whom

As noted in Chapter 6, such guesses are based on the experiences of 
many families. The value of guessing is twofold: (1) Guessing tests a work-
ing hypothesis against that of the family being interviewed. If it is incor-
rect, better that it be discarded as early as possible. (2) Correct guessing 
can be a source of interest and encouragement to the parents that a relative 
stranger already understands their family in just a short time.

Although some general descriptions of the problem that they confront 
can be helpful, Adlerians find reports of specific incidents necessary to 
an adequate understanding of the parent–child interaction. For example, 
parents give general reports:

	 1.	 The two oldest are fighting constantly.
	 2.	 Someone is doing poorly in school.
	 3.	 They won’t help out around the house without a big hassle.
	 4.	 They won’t obey even simple requests to get up in the morning, do 

their homework, or get ready for bed at night.

On the other hand, the Adlerian practitioner will request a description 
of specific situations, representative of the types most troublesome to the 
parents. Frequently these come from events of the last 24 hours. The fol-
lowing excerpt from a group session will help to illustrate this technique. 
The parent is a working mother of three boys: Jose, 6; Juan, 4½; and Jesus, 
2½ years. The father was unavailable for this session.
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Mother:  I’ve been trying everything I know to get them to help out around 
the house, but nothing seems to really work—even bribes of 
things I know they really want. Now they even talk back to me 
when I try to straighten out their fights.

Counselor:  It’s really discouraging to be trying your best and see things 
getting worse. Could you give me specific examples of some 
incidents that have happened recently.

Mother:  Well, yes, uh, just this afternoon they started fighting over who 
could wear what coat as we were getting ready to come over here.

Counselor:  Okay, what exactly did they do. Just tell us how you remember 
the situation at the time.

Mother:  Well, I was working in the kitchen when I heard the boys begin-
ning to get into a fight. Evidently Jose was trying to help Jesus 
with his coat and Juan felt that something was not being done 
properly. The next thing I knew, Juan was shouting at Jose and 
they were getting into a fist fight. I went into the hallway to see 
what was happening and proceeded to scold the boys for the 
noise and their fighting. At this point Juan turned to me and said 
that it was not fair for me to stick up for them. He ran upstairs 
and began crying.

Counselor:  So when the fight started, you found yourself going to find 
out what was happening. Juan felt that you were interfering on 
behalf of the other boys. How were you feeling at that point?

Mother:  Well, I was angry at first, but then I was shocked by his turning 
on me like that. I found myself feeling a little bad, like maybe I 
had jumped in too soon and made the assumption that he was 
the trouble maker.

Counselor:  How did the other two boys react when Juan ran upstairs 
crying?

Mother:  Well, they just went on getting themselves dressed and didn’t 
seem to bother too much about it.

Counselor:  Do you have any other situations that are troublesome to you 
that we might be able to help you with?

Mother:  Well, every morning I find myself going through a routine of try-
ing to get the boys up before their father and I get off to work 
and I have to get down to the kindergarten with Jose. Generally, 
Jose’s not too bad to get up in the morning, but he can be awfully 
slow about getting dressed. In fact, all three of them are quite a 
problem to get organized in the morning. I find that Jose will 
often try to help with his brother, but it only becomes a fight 
because Juan doesn’t want to be helped and … well, that’s only 
part of the problem because the boys don’t like to have the same 
kind of breakfasts. Some mornings I can make something, and 
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Jose and Juan will be quite satisfied, but the baby will want 
something besides what I fixed, but, the next morning, one of 
the other two won’t like what’s been made … and I just find that 
if it’s not one thing it’s another.

Counselor:  So, from the time you get up in the morning, the boys begin a 
routine that manages to keep you pretty busy.

Parent:  They sure do.
Counselor:  Well, I think maybe we can help to get you out of that situa-

tion. We find that many families like yours start out with dis-
agreements in the morning, some of which are small in nature, 
but nevertheless an aggravation. Sometimes these aggravations 
are more intense and, as a result, some of the bumps in daily 
living. I wonder how many parents here in the group have had 
similar problems to that described by our mother this morn-
ing. [At this point, the counselor turns to the members of the 
group who are observing.] I see we have several people here who 
evidently share some of the same problems that you have expe-
rienced with your boys.

Opportunities to bring the parents and group participants closer 
together are always important. It reduces the distance in such a way that 
the parents no longer feel self-conscious or concerned about the fact that 
they are the center of attention.

After the parents have had an opportunity to explain the concerns for 
which they have come to this conference, the counselor generally will 
invite them to describe the happenings of a typical day in their family. 
This description begins with a report of getting up in the morning and how 
the day is typically started. This is also an opportunity to assess the family 
with regard to family strengths noted earlier.

In most families, one finds that the “good” mother is a servant par excel-
lence. She is the first or one of the first persons to rise in the morning. It 
falls to her to begin waking the younger members of the family, to prepare 
breakfast for the morning and lunches as well. In families such as the one 
just described, it is not uncommon for the mother to lay out the children’s 
clothes, see that they have brushed their teeth, and make sure they have 
their lunches, books, and other paraphernalia ready (when of school age). 
For the youngster who is staying home with mother, it is a matter of getting 
the child ready for the day, including possibly an outing where he or she is 
entertained by the mother.

The typical day may be different to some degree for each family, but 
it usually involves the children coming home from school, leaving their 
materials, clothing, and so forth wherever they find themselves as they 
enter the house, proceeding outside to play with friends, and potentially 
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coming in late for supper. This might be followed with some discussion 
and reminders about getting their homework done, preparing for bed, and 
finally, for the last hour of the day, hassling over going to sleep and being 
quiet. Most families experience these circumstances to a greater or lesser 
degree at any given time. It is when these become persistent and augmented 
by frequent fights, evidence of lying or stealing, or similar behaviors that 
parents seek consultation.

After the major aspects of a typical day have been covered, the coun-
selor should have a fairly clear idea of (a) which parent feels responsible for 
the children, (b) what goals of misbehavior the children pursue, (c) what 
behavior the parents might be willing to change initially, and (d) which 
procedures to offer as alternatives to the children. If it is not already clear, 
the counselor might ask if there is some behavior that the parents would 
like to work on with the children. The use of encouragement and humor, 
if appropriate, can be very helpful in expressing confidence in the parents’ 
ability and judgment. The counselor should not press for goals beyond the 
willingness of the parents to be consistent.

If resistance is encountered, often it helps to identify one recommenda-
tion that they would be willing to implement for a week. This can be facil
itated by asking, “Has what you’ve been trying worked? Have you anything 
to lose by doing this for one week?” Although the parents may have some 
doubts about the new recommendations, they are just as ready to admit 
that what they have been doing has not worked. This being the case, the 
parents realize that not trying something new will in all probability not 
change the situation, so why not give it a try?

The counselor might ask the parents if they know how the children are 
likely to respond in the interview situation. They also might speculate on 
whether the children know why they are coming in for the interview and 
how they are likely to respond to the recommendations that have been dis-
cussed. In those instances when older children or adolescents are involved, 
the counselor may wish to indicate to the parents that suggestions by the 
youngsters may modify to some degree the goals and methods that have 
been discussed already. Unless there are further questions or comments 
from the parents, this portion of the conference ends and the parents are 
excused in order to allow the youngsters their opportunity to meet with 
the counselor.

Children Interview
As in the case of the parents, the counselor will note who among the chil-
dren comes first, who leads and/or speaks first, and who supports whom 
among the children as they begin their discussion with the counselor. It 
is important for the counselor to realize that children deserve the same 
respect shown for their parents. As a consequence, the counselor will talk 
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with the youngsters, not at or down to them. The counselor will encour-
age the audience not to be overly impressed with the small size of the little 
children or any overt signs of fear and discomfort.

Persons not familiar with Adlerian psychology occasionally are critical 
of the seemingly adultlike expectations the counselor holds for the chil-
dren. Normally this direct, adultlike approach is accepted by even very 
young children. Baby talk or talking down to children is definitely not 
Adlerian. On the other hand, the same empathy and attentiveness shown 
to the parents is exhibited with the children. Being distant or otherwise 
stern with the children would be a misuse of this approach.

Putting the youngsters at ease, then, is the first order of business. With 
very young children, even getting names and ages may be a bit of a prob-
lem if a group of adults surround them. However, they usually forget their 
concerns quite readily and join in the discussion at the first opportunity.

An early question asked of the youngsters is, “Do you know why you are 
here?” then “Do you want to guess?” (or “Do you want to say more about 
that?”) Generally the youngsters do know why they have come for this 
conference but may be reluctant to admit it. The counselor may volunteer 
why the parents have chosen to come in for the conference. Then the coun-
selor may say, “Do you know what your parents say about the problems this 
causes?” (The counselor may tell them.) Then the counselor may ask, “Do 
you feel that way, too?” The counselor then may inquire about their feel-
ings and attitudes concerning their parents’ behavior toward them.

Youngsters can identify what behaviors bother their parents.

Much to the surprise of many parents, the children understand the 
ground rules of family living quite well. For example, it is not unusual 
for the youngsters to know exactly how many times their mother must 
call before they are to get up in the morning. In other cases, they real-
ize that it is the inflection in her voice or choice of words that deter-
mines when she is at her wit’s end. Equally important, the youngsters 
can discern when their fights are aggravating the parents even though 
they may not be in the same room. When asked what behaviors bother 
the parents most, the youngsters identify them without hesitation. This 
is not to suggest that the youngsters have consciously planned and plot-
ted every one of their activities. Quite the contrary; they, too, operate 
very much on a day-to-day, moment-by-moment basis. On the other 
hand, when given the opportunity to examine their behaviors in relation 
to their parents, they have little difficulty identifying the key factors in 
their relationships.
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After the youngsters and the counselor have had an opportunity to 
become acquainted, the counselor may ask, “Do you know why you do 
what you do?” “Would you like to know what I think?” and “Could it 
be …?” The counselor has established some hypothesis about the goals of 
misbehavior for the children. He or she will have identified some specific 
behaviors that help to illustrate this point. On occasion, youngsters will 
not immediately recognize the significance of their behavior by a simple 
statement related to its goal. On the other hand, when given two or three 
instances that help to illustrate this point, the youngsters cannot resist a 
recognition reflex (smile) or other evidence that validates the counselor’s 
observation.

The following excerpt from an interview with Jose (6), Juan (4½), and 
Jesus (2½) (discussed earlier by the mother) can help to illustrate how this 
process takes place.

Counselor:  Boys, I wonder if you know why you’re here today? … Do you 
know why your mother brought you down here with her today?

Jose:  I think she doesn’t like the fact that we fight.
Counselor:  Well, Jose, that’s very good. As a matter of fact, that is one 

thing she had on her mind. Can you think of anything else?
Jose:  [Shakes his head, no.]
Counselor:  What about you, Juan? Can you think of some things that your 

mom might want to talk to us about?
Juan:  [Shakes his head, no.]
Counselor:  And what about you, Jesus?
Jesus:  [Has his thumb in his mouth and is looking off at members of the 

group with his big, brown eyes.]
Counselor:  Do you boys feel that fighting is a problem for you?
Boys:  [Nod their heads.]
Counselor:  Are there any other things that you feel your mother and father 

are concerned about?
Juan:  Mama doesn’t like to get us up in the morning.
Counselor:  Oh, I see. Is that a problem, too? [Juan nods his head.] Are there 

any other things that you feel have been a problem for your fam-
ily? [Boys seem uncertain.] Do you know why you do the things 
that you do? [Boys shake their heads, no.] Would you like to 
know what I think? [The boys nod their heads, yes.] Could it be 
that you like to keep Mom busy, and you like Mom to know that 
you’ll do things when you want to do them? [Both of the older 
boys smile a little and the younger one begins to pay attention.] 
Can you think of times when you managed to keep your mom 
pretty busy and also have your own way, too?

Juan:  I don’t get to have my own way. In fact, I don’t get to have my way at all.
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Counselor:  I see, Juan. You feel that you’re the only one in the family who 
doesn’t get to have his own way. Hmmm … so life is just not fair 
to you. I wonder Juan, could it be that you’d rather be right than 
have your own way sometimes in order to let people know how 
unfair they’ve been?

Juan:  [Shakes his head tentatively, no.]
Counselor:  I wonder. You might want to think about that, Juan. Could it 

be that when Jose and Jesus are getting their way, you’d rather 
complain about not getting your way so that you can make 
Mother feel bad, like she’s done something wrong? Could that 
be? [Juan looks on.] I think, Juan, it must make you happy some-
times seeing your mother uncomfortable and feeling that she’s 
wrong and you know that she’s wrong. What do you think about 
that? [Juan smiles and nods his head, yes.] Tell me, Juan, what 
would be more important to you: having your own way more 
often or having the satisfaction of knowing that your mother 
was mistaken and that you know she was wrong?

Juan:  Having my own way more often.
Counselor:  Well, that certainly is a possibility, Juan, but it’s for you to 

decide; and it may be hard, because sometimes in the past you’ve 
had some real fun knowing that your mother is wrong. Am I 
right? [Juan nods his head, yes.] Would you boys like some help 
in changing some of the problems in your family?

Jose/Juan: Y es.
Counselor:  And what about you, Jesus? Would you like to see some things 

different in your family, too?
Jesus:  [Nods his head, yes, also.]

The counselor then explains to the boys some alternatives that had been 
discussed with the parents. The boys are given an opportunity to discuss 
how they think it will help to improve their situation at home. In some 
cases, working out details with the children (e.g., about getting themselves 
up in the morning) allows the counselor to ask them, “Do you think your 
parents will agree?” Such questions can help the counselor assess mutual 
confidence between the parents and children. It is also an indication to 
them of how people begin to improve their relationships. With young chil-
dren, the counselor may conclude by summarizing aspects of what is to 
follow at home, indicating when they will return, and generally expressing 
friendliness and encouragement.

The counselor may express thanks to the youngsters for talking before 
the group if that is the circumstance. As was true with the parents, the 
youngsters will have been given the opportunity before the conference to 
volunteer that they would be willing to speak before the group.
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Consolidation
For the parents of young children, the remainder of the conference will 
be conducted without the presence of the youngster. When teenagers are 
involved, they frequently are included in the wrap-up session. This ses-
sion is an opportunity to review behavioral goals and recommendations 
upon which agreement has been reached. It is also an opportunity to 
answer questions that the parents or youngsters may have. Details of how, 
when, and where the next conference will be held also should be covered. 
Comments from the group might be in order if they have had experience 
with the recommendations that the family is preparing to implement. Such 
responses often provide encouragement and general support to the family 
as evidence that they, like others, have it within their capability to make 
changes in a positive direction. Attention may be given to encouraging the 
family to focus on areas that would strengthen it, such as research suggests 
(e.g., spending more quality time together, listening to one another’s sto-
ries of the day at dinner time, or expressing appreciation for one another’s 
contributions to the family and each other on a regular basis).

One caveat needs noting. Not all parents or children welcome the recom-
mendations presented during a session. I vividly recall a Muslim mother 
with three young daughters who was very put off by Manford Sonstegard 
and Linda Maier’s suggestions that her children were taking advantage of 
her “good parent” persona. Culturally and otherwise she was clearly “cor-
rect” in her manner of parenting her children and she was quite resistant 
to any suggestions. By Sontse and Linda remaining respectful, listening, 
and friendly, the session ended cordially but with a bit of an emotional 
heaviness. Unfortunately for them I conducted the follow-up session with 
the mother and girls since they only came to town for the demonstration. 
Mother was a true believer after watching her daughters that evening and 
next morning misbehaving just as the counselors had predicted they would 
if she continued in her ways. She joined a parent study group and became 
an avid Adlerian advocate.

The principle here is to follow Dreikurs’ advice and “take the sail out of 
their wind!” In short, let the consultee experience the consequences with-
out urging or argument. Neither will be effective anyhow. Let life’s lessons 
contribute to their education.

Typical Recommendations

Because certain family situations are so common, Adlerians have found 
that many of the same recommendations are effective for different fami-
lies. The following are among the recommendations that have been found 
to reduce the number of hassles in many families.
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Alarm Clock
Many families have discovered that one of the finest inventions of all time 
is the alarm clock. This is due in no small part to the fact that even young 
children can learn to set the alarm in the evening in order to get them-
selves up in the morning. Contrary to what many parents expect, children 
appreciate the fact that they are given the responsibility for taking care of 
themselves in the morning. This is a very basic way to demonstrate that the 
children can assume responsibility.

Parents often will feel that the youngster will sleep in spite of the alarm 
clock. This is not normally the case. In the event that it should happen, 
however, parents should be instructed to allow the natural consequences 
of the youngsters’ behavior to follow. If the youngsters normally get them-
selves up but sleep late one morning because of a particularly late activity 
the night before, there certainly would be no reason for not awakening 
them, as one might do for a friend. The only concern would be with not 
establishing a pattern or expectancy that sleeping in is alright because 
someone else will take care of them.

Dress Before Breakfast
Many parents are surprised to find that a very simple change in the ground 
rules in the morning can save them a great deal of time and hassle. An 
illustration of this might be helpful:

One mother reported that her 5-year-old son, Frank, was the last one 
to be dressed every morning. Because the mother worked outside of 
the home, this presented a number of problems. The other children 
managed to get themselves dressed and come down for breakfast, but 
Frank would linger until the very last minute and then finally require 
that his mother get him dressed. As a consequence, the mother would 
be late getting to work.

After two or three evenings of discussing chapters in Children the 
Challenge (Dreikurs & Soltz, 1964), members of the group suggested 
that she might wish to consider a new ground rule for their family. The 
new ground rule was simply this: All members of the family, including 
Frank, would be expected to get dressed before breakfast in the morn-
ing. The logic of this was that the mother was busy making breakfast 
and preparing for the remainder of the day while Frank should be 
getting dressed. If Frank was unable to get dressed, then it would be 
necessary for his mother to help him, which took time from her day. 
The result would be that Frank would not have breakfast and would be 
going to the nursery without breakfast. This would be explained to the 
nursery teacher in the event that this should be necessary.
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The following week the mother returned to the discussion group 
quite delighted to report that Frank had gotten himself in the habit 
of dressing before breakfast in the morning. This did not happen the 
first morning, however. The evening of the parent discussion group, 
the mother had tucked Frank into bed and said, “We will have a new 
rule in the morning. It will be necessary for everyone to be dressed 
for breakfast in order that I can go about my chores, too.”

The next morning Frank arrived in his pajamas as he had so many 
mornings before. The mother said nothing to Frank and he simply sat 
and waited for his breakfast to be served. The other children began 
eating and Frank received no breakfast. Shortly after sitting for a 
time, he proceeded to go back upstairs and returned with his pants 
and shirt on but no socks and shoes. He waited again for breakfast 
to be served and still no breakfast was served. During this time the 
mother said nothing.

Frank then proceeded up the stairs again and came back down 
with one sock and shoe on but not the others. It was again a short 
period of time and Frank was back upstairs, whereupon he returned 
completely clothed. He had to rush, but he did get his breakfast. The 
mother reported that every morning since he has dressed himself 
before breakfast.

The success was largely to the mother’s credit that she did not remind 
Frank or in any way make a fuss over the fact that he had done what was 
expected of him. Many other examples could be cited in which the same 
recommendation was used and worked just as effectively.

No Reminders
It becomes increasingly obvious to the person using Adlerian methods 
that a lack of effectiveness of recommendations is almost directly propor-
tional to the amount of talking the parents do with the youngsters about 
a behavior. Parents have a tendency to want to talk about the aggravations 
that come about as a result of the youngsters’ behavior, both past and pres-
ent. An important lesson to be learned by all adults who work with chil-
dren concerns the value of silence. Allowing the reality of consequences to 
operate is the key.

Although most children have clocks and watches, parents are often in 
the position of being timekeepers. They remind the youngsters that it’s 
time to get up, it’s time for breakfast, it’s time to get ready for school, it’s time 
to put away their materials, it’s time to study, it’s time to stop watching TV, 
it’s time to do the dishes, it’s time to get ready for bed, it’s time to go to 
bed, and it’s time to go to sleep. In one of my parent discussion groups, it 
was determined that a mother of five children was spending approximately 
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29 hours each week telling her children what to do. Principal among the 
activities were reminders of when it was time for the children to accom-
plish the various items listed previously.

So the new rule is no reminders. If there is an understanding of when 
it is time to get up, to go to school, to eat supper, and to go to bed, parents 
of even young children may avoid the problem of having to remind them 
several times. The adults in the family can provide a routine and order that 
is very helpful to the children. The logic of the routine and order is based in 
no small part on the social activities in which the family is engaged.

Generally no one needs to explain that the school bus arrives at a cer-
tain time or that the father or mother must be at work at a given time, once 
the pattern is established. Equally so, if there is a regular eating time and 
a regular time to go to bed, there is no need for the parents to continually 
remind members of the family, The logical and natural consequences that 
follow from one’s behavior should be the source of learning.

Bedtime
Bedtime is one of the most common problem periods for children and par-
ents alike. Part of the problem is that parents sometimes bribe the children 
to be good when they have company, or in other cases, threaten them with 
punishment of the severest sort. Unfortunately, these work some of the 
time, but certainly not all the time. As a result, the parents have a ten-
dency to resort to them periodically with the hope that they might work 
again. These tactics simply play into the youngsters’ expectations that if 
they apply themselves diligently, they can have what they want when they 
want it.

In most cases, the consultant can help the parents and children reach 
a new agreement about the time that the youngsters should go to bed. In 
fact, the youngsters will be responsible for getting themselves ready for and 
into bed. For the children who cannot tell time, the parent simply men-
tions the time without particular reference to going to bed. Once bedtime 
has passed, however, the parents are instructed to ignore completely any 
of the behavior of the youngsters that demands their time or attention. 
Another illustration from parent discussion groups might be helpful:

The father of three youngsters was having difficulty with the youngest 
girl going to bed at night. She was 4 years old and, as a consequence, 
aware of when the other children were going to bed and when she 
should be going to bed also. She would slip out of bed when the lights 
were out and the parents were back downstairs going about whatever 
activities they had before the evening was completed. At these times, 
she would talk to the father and mother about things that they were 
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doing or things that she had done during the day that would peak 
their interest in what she was saying. Usually the parents would tell 
her to go back upstairs and begin to ignore her behavior. However, 
she was quite persistent, and as a consequence, normally ended up 
having one or the other of the parents carry her upstairs.

As is true of many families, the parents had tried many methods 
but had not been consistent in any of them. So it was recommended 
to the father that on the next occasion of the youngster getting out of 
bed, he and the mother ignore the daughter when she came down-
stairs. He reported at the next meeting of the group that the daughter 
had indeed come down that very next night and proceeded to talk to 
him while he tried to complete some work that he had that evening. 
His wife was a teacher also, and was grading papers. The little girl 
went from one to the other until she found that she was getting no 
satisfaction. She remained up for approximately 40 minutes, alter-
nately making distracting noises, playing, and attempting to bring 
attention to herself.

The next evening, she came downstairs and tried even more per-
sistently to distract her father. At one point, without saying a word, 
the father simply pointed to the room and went back to his work. The 
girl immediately returned to her room and that was the last evening 
that she got out of bed. It is noteworthy that although the father did 
give an indication that he was aware of her presence, he said nothing. 
He simply emphasized that this was not the time for play or talk.

In instances such as this one, when the parents are advised to 
ignore the children, they are also informed that it is very important 
to plan for opportunities to talk and play and generally have fun 
together. The parents can be important contributors to pleasantness 
during those times of day when the family members are all present. 
Very often, during breakfast in the morning, dinner in the evening, 
and just prior to bedtime, the parents can inject humor, pleasant-
ness, and a general appreciation for each member of the family. Some 
parents read to their children, others talk of events for the day ahead, 
and others pray with them offering thanks, petitions, and general 
prayer.

Establishing New Agreements
Although it comes in many forms, the consultant often finds himself or 
herself helping to negotiate new agreements between the warring parties 
in the family. Parents and children alike need to learn ways for resolving 
differences. As has been noted before, even when there is a conflict, there is 
agreement. In fact, without an agreement, there can be no conflict.
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Therefore, many of the recommendations involve a negotiation 
between the parents and the children. For example, at bedtime they 
can establish an understanding about what is a reasonable expecta-
tion for time, each others’ roles, and the advantages of such a change. 
On the basis of this agreement, all parties know what is expected of 
them and generally act accordingly.

Another frequent problem of parents is establishing a satisfactory 
arrangement with respect to the children doing their homework. Often, 
parents believe they know what the best solution is for children. Time and 
again, however, children surprise their parents, when, in the course of dis-
cussion with the consultant, children propose alternative ways of handling 
the homework situation that turn out to be quite satisfactory and even 
more effective than what parents had imagined. Building confidence in 
the children’s ability to understand the problem and to propose solutions 
is one of the greatest lessons of the consultation process.

Very often children will recommend, for example, that on certain eve-
nings they be given the option of completing their homework after they 
have had a chance to play with their friends. On other evenings, because 
of certain television programs they like, they prefer to do their homework 
as soon as they arrive home and then play for as long as time will per-
mit before the television programs begin. Experiencing success with their 
solution becomes a significant source of satisfaction.

Helping with chores around the house is handled in a similar way. The 
children want to indicate they have good sense and can determine when 
things need to get done. For this reason, given the opportunity to decide 
when the dishes should be washed, when the garbage should be taken out, 
or when the grass should be cut, their attitude toward getting the job done 
changes and they find it much more agreeable to be contributing members 
of the family.

When Recommendations Fail

Frequently, parents will report that certain recommendations did not work 
for them. On such occasions the consultant should determine exactly and 
concretely what transpired in the situation to which the parents refer. 
Generally certain conditions have contributed to the recommendation not 
succeeding. The following are among the most common factors for the 
consultant to note.

Talking
As noted earlier, adults have a tendency to talk too much and at the wrong time. 
When trying to utilize the advantages of natural and logical consequences, 
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parents must learn to not talk and to not draw attention to the fact that they are 
aware a youngster is experiencing the outcome of an ill-advised act. The most 
obvious example of this is the “I told you so” comment that many adults feel 
compelled to insert whenever they gain the satisfaction of having the upper 
hand. Such remarks only deepen the conflict and increase the probability that 
the youngster will learn how to get back when he or she has the opportunity.

The following example is taken from the case of a mother whose daugh-
ter, a teenager, was using her as a bus service. In this case, the mother 
demonstrates unusual patience and an awareness of the importance of not 
talking at important times. As a result, both she and the daughter learned 
a very important lesson.

Karen basically got along well with her family and friends. Her 
mother did have concern, however, that Karen was increasingly 
depending on her as a source of transportation to school and other 
functions. The mother realized that Karen could not drive, but she 
was beginning to resent the fact that Karen would take advantage 
of her at times when it was not necessary. This contributed to words 
between the mother and daughter and was a source of increasing 
tension in other matters that were of lesser consequence. The mother 
was not employed and felt that she was obligated to help Karen even 
though it was sometimes inconvenient for her.

The recommendation to the mother was simply that she give con-
sideration to Karen as she would to any friend. When the mother 
found it not convenient or not in the best interest for Karen to have 
a ready taxi driver, the mother was simply to allow the consequences 
of Karen’s behavior to follow as it might for a friend who had not 
planned sufficiently in advance.

The next week Karen was up late one night and slept late in the 
morning and missed her school bus. When this happened previously, 
the mother had rushed to get dressed and hurried to get the girl to 
school on time. On this particular morning, however, the mother 
decided to finish reading the newspaper and have a second cup of 
coffee. The girl stood by in disbelief until she finally went outside, 
slamming the door behind her, and sat in the automobile. The mother 
proceeded to straighten up the kitchen as she normally would before 
she left the house. As she approached the car, she could tell that Karen 
was quite upset with her.

On the way downtown, the mother mentioned that she had an 
appointment this morning and would be a little late unless she kept to 
her schedule. They conversed about one or two matters that concerned 
Karen and activities for the coming week. Because the traffic was heavy, 
the mother asked Karen to walk the last few blocks to school in order 



296  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

that she would not have to get out of the main flow of traffic. Karen 
looked surprised but agreed somewhat reluctantly.

That evening during supper, the mother found herself in a conver-
sation with Karen about the events of the day. The mother reported 
that she caught herself just as she began to ask Karen if she had made 
it to school on time. The next morning, Karen was on time for the 
school bus and nothing was said about that particular incident.

The mother found that on subsequent occasions when Karen 
needed a ride she asked her mother well in advance. The mother 
found this much more agreeable and was inclined whenever she 
could without feeling resentment or, in other cases, guilty when 
she did not.

Inconsistency
Inconsistency in following through with recommendations of the coun-
selor is another problem found in learning to apply Adlerian methods. This 
is why the counselor will attempt to ensure that parents not only under-
stand the recommendations but also are prepared to continue them in the 
event that recommendations are not effective when initially applied.

What is acceptable to one parent as a recommendation can be quite 
unacceptable to another. Most parents find that allowing their children to 
get themselves up in the morning is quite acceptable. On the other hand, 
bedtime can be so important in the minds of parents, that they will be 
unwilling to negotiate the time for going to bed during the first few inter-
views. Later on these same parents may find negotiating bedtime more 
agreeable because the methods recommended previously worked for them 
and served the purpose of a more cooperative, harmonious family life.

Integrating respect for others and respect 
for self is an art worth practicing.

Adler emphasized the importance of order and routine in the lives of 
children as a means of helping them to feel more secure. The fact that chil-
dren test the limits to various rules of order might lead one to believe that 
they generally do not desire such guidelines. Quite the opposite is true of 
the rules related to the logic of living together.

Being able to make an exception to rules and still maintain the order 
is a fine art not always understood by parents. Kindness and firmness are 
needed in child guidance. Kindness might be characterized as respect for 
the child’s well-being. This involves making judgments that allow occa-
sional exceptions to rules. Firmness indicates a respect for oneself, which 
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should preclude being manipulated or otherwise used in ways not in the 
best interests of the adult or the child. As new ground rules are established 
for interacting within the family, both of these ingredients will be impor-
tant as parents learn to be consistent in their guidance of children.

Overcorrecting
Parents and teachers sometimes find that once they have begun to under-
stand some of the principles of Individual Psychology, they become 
embroiled in situations involving two or three misbehaviors of children. 
The misbehavior that adults focus on initially becomes secondary as 
another behavior is exhibited. Adults inadvertently take away the effec-
tiveness of the first corrective measure by making mistakes on subsequent 
behaviors. The following illustration will help to clarify this error:

Clancey was outside playing with his friends. His mother heard a 
disagreement ensuing. As she watched the proceedings, Clancey was 
attempting to boss the other members of the group and they would 
have no part of it. In his frustration, Clancey grabbed his friend’s 
truck and began to hit him with it. At this point, the mother called to 
Clancey that he should come in. When Clancey came in, she simply 
indicated that until he was able to play without getting into a fight, he 
would have to stay in the house.

A few minutes later, Clancey was throwing toys around the room. 
His mother then proceeded to scold him for making a mess. He 
talked back to her and said that he would do what he pleased. She 
became angry at this point and sent him to his bedroom and said 
that he would not have supper until he came out and apologized.

In this case, the mother had begun to use the principles and methods 
recommended by the counselor. Unfortunately, she did not understand 
yet that only one behavior can be dealt with successfully at a time. What 
Clancey did until he decided to stop fighting should be ignored. Upon her 
return for consultation, this principle was pointed out to her so that in 
subsequent instances she would not find herself frustrated by attempting 
to deal with too many situations at one time.

Self-Fulfilling Prophecy
Unfortunately adults often verbally or nonverbally communicate to chil-
dren that they do not expect the children to behave in a way that would 
be helpful to the family or class. Adults also might indicate that they have 
little or no confidence in the children’s judgment to handle a new situation. 
The children respond in kind and perform in much the way the adults 
indicated that they had expected.
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As indicated previously, it is important that adults believe that they can 
follow through on recommendations and be consistent. Having faith in 
themselves and in the youngsters is a critical factor in helping to bring 
about a change. The counselor needs to listen carefully to the language used 
by those who are agreeing to implement recommendations. Generally, “I’ll 
try” is silently followed by the conjunction “but,” as in “I don’t think this 
is going to work!” If necessary, change the homework recommendation to 
something that is less difficult or of less duration. In every case, ensuring 
success in implementing the new methods must be a high priority; other-
wise a negative self-fulfilling prophesy may be the result.

Follow-Up

As is true with any attempt to be helpful to an individual or family, it is 
important that consultees be given an opportunity to evaluate their prog-
ress since the last conference and to clarify any questions they may have. 
At this point the counselor has an opportunity to determine the extent to 
which the recommendations were understood and implemented properly. 
On the assumption that some recommendations will have been useful, 
new suggestions will be made as there appears to be sufficient progress to 
avoid overloading consultees with new tasks.

If the adults are not already in a study group, they can be encouraged 
to join a group. Such groups can be very helpful in providing the kind 
of insight and support needed to implement the recommendations of the 
counselor. Children also can benefit from discussion groups in their classes 
or in counseling groups that might be established through the school.

Occasionally adults and children alike tacitly agree to stop having con-
flict over the original presenting problems. Although still not functioning 
in a spirit of genuine cooperation and equality, they settle for a new agree-
ment of services and contingencies not far removed from the original prob-
lems. The counselor-consultant should attempt to help them anticipate this 
pitfall and overcome it by following through with study groups, class or 
family meetings, and follow-up consultation or counseling as necessary.

Further Applications

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, there are as many applications of 
these methods as there are social conflicts. Family physicians and pastors 
often hear the plight of the frustrated mother. A guide to some typical non-
medical behavior problems for children appears in Chapter 9 (Table 9.4), 
and excerpts from a family interview are included in Appendix A. These 
are provided as a means of extending the theory into practice.
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With respect to adult relationships, the same steps are followed although 
techniques will vary. The most commonly violated aspect of conflict reso-
lution concerns the first step, mutual respect. When individuals believe 
that someone else is mistaken or has done something wrong, they tend to 
begin their interaction by asking accusatory questions, blaming, or point-
ing out the error. In short, they tend to undermine the other person’s sense 
of belonging, security, or adequacy. Action statements follow as to what 
should be done to correct the situation. Even though the suggestions may 
address what the situation requires to correct it, the violation of step one 
precludes successful resolution. Winning and losing become the goal of 
such situations.

On the other hand, if respect is established through active listening, 
good eye contact, and empathic communication, the other steps may not 
be executed optimally but the situation can still be resolved satisfacto-
rily. When others perceive openness, flexibility, and respect as elements 
of efforts to solve differences, there is a greater probability of success in 
achieving a satisfactory outcome.

Summary

Adlerians use principles and practices of Individual Psychology to help 
mediate differences between individuals in groups of various types. They 
approach each situation with a strategy for conflict resolution originally 
outlined by Dreikurs.

Dreikurs was active particularly in demonstrating the effectiveness of 
the Adlerian approach in marriage conflicts, union negotiations, multicul-
tural conflicts, and similar circumstances. By using his strategy for con-
flict resolution and the logic of social living based on social equality, he 
taught others how to apply the approach in a wide variety of situations. He 
would say that people are limited only by their imagination and their will 
to cooperate.

As is true with any approach that is new to someone, application 
requires patience and a willingness to be in error in order to find the most 
effective ways of using it in one’s life. For this reason, the consultant is an 
important source of encouragement and instruction as others seek to use 
the new approach effectively in their lives. Equally important, we wish to 
promote the best quality of life for everyone involved. Wellness, like social 
interest, is not a destination. It is a desirable goal worth making an effort to 
move toward in life. Rather than settling for “getting by,” we can strive to 
encourage reaching out and contributing to one’s own betterment as well 
as that of others through positive social interactions.
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Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 Illustrate the four steps of social conflict resolution using a situation 
with which you are familiar. If the conflict was not resolved satis-
factorily, explain why this was so from an Adlerian perspective.

	 2.	 What are the hallmarks of a consultative relationship?
	 3.	 Identify two or more basic assumptions of the Adlerian consulta-

tive process that you consider particularly important and explain 
why.

	 4.	 What are some promising insights or methods from the family 
systems approach to complement Adlerian methods?

Activities

The following activities provide an opportunity for you to apply the tech-
niques of conflict resolution. Please note that the situations in Section I 
are especially well suited to group activity. Individuals working alone or 
with a study partner would review the first section and then, using the 
same principles and techniques, respond to the marital conflict vignette 
in Section II.

	 I.	R ole-Playing Critical Incidents in Parent–Teacher Conferences
		  Following are several initial incidents that could occur in 

parent–teacher conferences. In each case, the approach used by 
the teacher could have a strong impact on the parent–teacher rela-
tionship and on the child’s school progress. Divide into groups 
of four persons. Each group should role-play all three situations. 
Try to act realistically, identify as much as possible with your role, 
and attempt to reach a solution. After each activity, participants 
should rotate roles.

Role-Play Activity 1 Role-Play Activity 2 Role-Play Activity 3

Teacher Teacher Teacher
Father Parent Father
Mother Child Mother
Observer Observer Observer

		  In preparation for your roles as the observer and the teacher, you 
will find the following hints helpful:

Observer: Note as unobtrusively as possible which teacher 
responses are the most helpful in establishing a construc-
tive atmosphere and, in general, observe the interactions 
of the group (note behaviors, dialogue, and so forth).
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Teacher: Consider the following as you play the teacher’s role:
At the beginning of the conference, get up and greet −−
the person(s) using his or her name(s).
Be pleasant and look the person(s) directly in the eye.−−
Avoid physical barriers between you (e.g., a desk).−−
Speak quietly and listen carefully.−−
Respond empathically, accepting feelings as nonde-−−
fensively as possible.
Attempt to establish what the situation demands. Be −−
prepared to show examples of the student’s work.
Determine the willingness of the other person to coop-−−
erate in a plan of action.
Establish a concrete plan of action.−−
Summarize and establish a follow-up contact.−−

Role-Play Activity 1
Situation: The parents of a bright child (select grade level and 

gender) have requested a conference.
Parents: Father and mother express concern (feeling) that the son 

or daughter is not receiving enough enrichment in the class. 
He or she seems bored, less interested in school than they 
think is good. They are eager for him or her to do well. They 
expect the teacher to do something.

Teacher: The teacher should reinforce the following concepts: 
listening skills, communicating feelings, clarifying (values)—
what parents expect, encouraging child, and specific home–
school cooperation tasks.

Observer: Note the interchange among the three. As much as pos-
sible, note how, when, and by whom Adlerian concepts were 
utilized and how doing so affected the meeting.

Following the role-play activity, respond to the following:
	 1.	 All participants: How did you feel in your role? Was it 

especially difficult, or did it seem to come naturally?
	 2.	 Parents: Did the teacher seem interested and involved? 

How did he or she react to your expectations? Did he or 
she seem to understand your concern? Were you satisfied 
with the outcome? Would you have liked to have done 
something differently?

	 3.	 Teacher: How did you feel about the parents expecting you 
to “do something”? Did you find yourself defending your 
position? How did you feel about the outcome? Would you 
have liked to have done something differently?
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	 4.	 Observer: Share your perceptions of the parents’ and 
teacher’s roles. Which teacher responses did you note as 
being particularly facilitative? Can you suggest differ-
ent approaches to the teacher? In general, how did this 
group discussion relate to the principles presented in 
this and previous chapters?

Role-Play Activity 2
Situation: The teacher has asked a parent to come in for a confer-

ence because the son has been a persistent problem in school. 
His level of achievement is below what his standardized test 
scores indicate he is capable of achieving.

Parent: Parent is at least initially defensive and will observe that 
the son did not have this problem with other teacher(s) previ-
ously. Feelings of anger, resentment, and being uncomfortable 
in the school can be shown either verbally, or behaviorally, or 
both. This position can be modified at least somewhat if the 
teacher uses insight and skill.

Teacher: In addition to the suggestions listed previously, the 
teacher should enforce the following concepts: listening skills, 
accepting feelings, a shift from blaming to what the task 
requires (e.g., “How can we help you, [son’s name]?”), and spe-
cific encouragement tasks for the son agreed on by the teacher 
and parent.

Child: The son is present, but he says nothing unless asked. He is 
well behaved throughout and willing to respond to questions. 
He feels uneasy in this situation and will either quietly enjoy 
the teacher’s predicament with the parent or become genu-
inely encouraged by the adults working together to help.

Observer: Note the interchange among the three. As much as pos-
sible, note how, when, and by whom Adlerian concepts were 
utilized and how doing so affected the meeting.

Following the role-play activity, respond to the following:
	 1.	 All participants: How did you feel in your roles? Were you 

able, as you perceived your role-playing, to utilize Adlerian 
concepts?

	 2.	 Parent: Did the teacher seem interested and involved? Did 
the teacher react to your comments as you expected? Were 
the teacher’s comments helpful to you as a parent?

	 3.	 Teacher: Did you feel accepted in your interaction with 
the parent? Did you believe you were being helpful to the 
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parent? How did you perceive the child’s reaction to the 
meeting?

	 4.	 Observer: Share your perceptions. How, when, and by 
whom did you see the Adlerian concepts being utilized.

Role-Play Activity 3
Situation: The principal recently called the parents to ask their 

permission to refer their child to the school psychologist for 
diagnostic testing on the teacher’s recommendation. The par-
ents asked to talk with the teacher.

Parents: The parents are distressed by the idea that something 
is wrong with their child. They want an explanation of why 
their child is being singled out as “defective” or not altogether 
“right.” They don’t see anything wrong with him at home. 
They’re afraid that he may get labeled for life by psychological 
jargon.

Teacher: In addition to the suggestions listed earlier, the teacher 
should reinforce the following concepts: listening, empathy, 
expressing attitudes toward “slow” students (e.g., teacher’s 
position on mainstreaming all children), helping parents 
understand referral.

Observer: Note the interchange among the three. As much as pos-
sible, note how, when, and by whom Adlerian concepts were 
utilized and how doing so affected the meeting.

Following the role-play activity, respond to the following:
	 1.	 All participants: How did you feel about playing this role? 

Which, of the three, was the most difficult for you? Can 
you explain why?

	 2.	 Parents: How did you think the teacher felt about your 
child? Were your fears allayed or are you now more anx-
ious than before the conference? What kinds of informa-
tion did the teacher impart? Is the psychological testing 
justified in your eyes?

	 3.	 Teacher: How effective did you feel in explaining your 
reasons for testing? Did you find yourself defending your 
position? What might you have done differently to obtain 
more cooperation from the parents?

	 4.	 Observer: Share your perceptions of each member’s role. 
Which teacher responses did you note as being facilita-
tive? How, if at all, might the teacher have approached this 
situation in a more constructive manner? Share any other 
observations you have of the group’s interaction.
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	 II.	R esponding to a Marital Conflict Situation
		  Bob and Mary have been married a little over a year. Both are 

working, and they have no children. Each night Mary comes 
home to cook supper. She cleans the apartment and does the laun-
dry on weekends. Bob washes the cars and generally looks after 
their maintenance.

			   Due to increased responsibility at work, Mary has asked Bob to 
share more responsibility for the chores. He says that he does not 
know how and that it isn’t man’s work. Mary is developing deep 
resentment about this situation and has begun to show it in small 
but significant ways (e.g., “accidentally” burning supper).

			   Bob brings up the subject. Mary immediately becomes defen-
sive but looks to you for support. Respond to the following:

	 1.	 What is the real issue?
	 2.	 What can you do and say to remain a “friend” and help 

them understand the conflict?
	 3.	 What does the situation require to restore harmony?
	 4.	 How can that be achieved?

		  When you have completed this exercise, share your responses 
with your study partner or an interested friend. Following your 
discussion, compare your responses with those suggested below. 
They are illustrative of the kinds of answers that would reflect an 
Adlerian solution to Bob and Mary’s conflict:

	 1.	 The real issue is Bob’s fear of losing his masculinity and 
privileges as the “man of the house” and Mary’s resent-
ment at Bob’s perceived disrespectful attitude toward 
shared responsibility. Bob’s priority is comfort and Mary’s 
has been in pleasing him.

	 2.	Y ou can follow the four steps of conflict resolution by 
(a) helping each person’s position be stated and respected; 
(b) clarifying that each would rather not fight (i.e., prefer 
cooperation and harmony through mutual agreement); 
(c) facilitating establishment of what Mary thinks she 
needs in the way of assistance, what Bob knows or can 
learn to do, and what a new agreement can accomplish; 
and (d) reaching an agreement on what to do to establish 
a new arrangement.

	 3.	 The situation requires a responsible, flexible, division of 
shared responsibility in keeping up the apartment, cook-
ing, laundry, and related chores for daily living.
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Working With Groups

Probably no other method is more compatible with Adlerian psychol-
ogy than working with groups. From the Adlerian assumption that peo-
ple are understood best in relation to their social interactions follows 
that in a variety of instances, group can be used to teach and encour-
age others in learning the intrinsic satisfaction of self-discipline and the 
logic of social living. In our original Wheel of Wellness as explained 
in Chapter 2, we conceptualized what is referred to as “self” as a series 
of 12 spokes in the life task of self-direction or self-regulation: sense of 
worth; sense of control; realistic beliefs; emotional responsiveness and 
management; intellectual stimulation, problem solving, and creativity; 
sense of humor; exercise; nutrition; self-care; stress management; gender 
identity; and cultural identity. These factors were derived from a review 
of cross-disciplinary research related to attributes of those who live long 
and live well. They regulate or direct the self as we respond to the life 
tasks of work and leisure, friendship, and love, influencing and being 
influenced by all of the spokes of self-direction. Also incorporated into 
the empirically based Indivisible Self model, each of these factors con-
tributes to higher-level wellness.

Spirituality, conceptualized as at the center of the Wheel, incorporates 
one’s existential sense of meaning, purpose, and hopefulness toward life. 
Because Adlerians believe that it is the self-created goals toward which we 
move that are critical to understanding and modifying lifestyle, oppor-
tunities for uncovering meaning, examining purpose, and promoting 
hopefulness are essential to self-efficacy and the possibility of change. A 
combination of group interaction, self-examination and spirituality will be 
found in such intervention groups as Alcoholics Anonymous and numerous 
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self-help and enrichment programs. In all, groups offer many opportuni-
ties to address each of the important factors contributing to wellness.

Suprina and Chang (2005) also make a compelling case for Adlerians to 
help educate parents and ameliorate the abuse of children. With upwards 
of 3 million reports of child abuse involving over 900,000 children each 
year there can be no more urgent need than saving millions more from a 
lifetime of pain. Many more cases are unreported and located in areas with 
limited or no mental health services. Involving parent and teacher group 
leaders who are closest to these parents and children in need may be the 
only resource for many such people.

Adlerians dispel the notion that problems of social living require secrecy 
and one-to-one specialized treatment. For this reason, Adler and his fol-
lowers established child and family education centers and what would now 
be called self-help groups. Adler and Dreikurs, however, were criticized for 
sharing their commonsense approach and methods with parents, teachers, 
social workers as well as fellow physicians and therapists of the day. In this 
chapter, as with many other Adlerian publications and media programs, 
emphasis is placed upon group work with children, families, and class-
room interactions.

These are the legacy of Adler and Dreikurs who were among the first to 
promote prevention and enrichment rather than just correction and repair 
in human relations. Develop an individual’s courage and social interest at 
an early age and as adults others will benefit from the fruits of their coop-
eration and creativity for socially useful purposes.

Frequently, audience or group observers will inquire about the effective-
ness of these methods with other than middle-class families. Adlerians note 
that the earliest child guidance centers were established in working-class 
and inner-city neighborhoods in both Austria and this country. Much of 
the work was necessarily volunteered and many lay leaders were found to be 
at least as effective in discussion groups as the trained professionals. In fact, 
paraprofessionals have been the backbone of the Adlerian family education 
movement in working with participants who do not require therapy.

My experience, like Dreikurs’, also indicates that economically advan-
taged persons will request participation in discussion groups on child 
rearing and marriage at least as readily as any other persons. Marriage dis-
cussion groups at any socioeconomic level, however, have not been nearly 
as prominent in the activities of Adlerians as the child-rearing groups. In 
my judgment, there is and will continue to be a decided increase in mar-
riage education and counseling among Adlerians because there is such a 
great need. Likewise, spirituality has become a touchstone for individuals 
and groups attempting to make sense out of a world with great wealth yet 
abject poverty, weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, genocide, rampant 
injustice, racism, and oppression in many forms throughout the developed 
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and undeveloped nations of the world. The artificiality of “power, positions, 
and possessions” sought by so many as their cure for existential peace is 
striking. The spirituality activity at the end of this chapter has proven to 
be one of the most engaging and helpful means that I have used in groups. 
It addresses an existential yearning that all persons experience when time 
and a safe opportunity to explore are possible. I hope all readers take the 
time to participate in this activity.

Types of Groups

The group methods used most often by Adlerians can be classified as dis-
cussion, consulting, and counseling, although psychodrama and group 
therapy are used as well. Common elements in these methods relate to 
principles of Individual Psychology. Whether working with children or 
adults, in consulting, counseling, or discussion groups, participants are

	 1.	 Inherently equal and are expected to behave as such (i.e., have a 
place that no one can rightfully challenge).

	 2.	 Considered to be capable of assuming responsibility for their 
behavior.

	 3.	 Individually understood best in a holistic, unified way as creative, 
purposive beings.

	 4.	 Considered as social beings meeting the same life tasks as others.
	 5.	 Capable of changing their attitudes and/or behavior.
	 6.	 Able to help as well as be helped in the process of giving meaning 

to life.

The climate or conditions that exist in these groups are typically those 
of any helping relationship. Expectations are for sincerity, caring, trust, 
empathy, support, cooperation, and honesty in transactions among mem-
bers. In addition, a good measure of humor and friendliness also are 
present. In counseling or consulting groups, confidences are kept among 
members out of respect for the context within which information was 
shared (i.e., among those with common interests or concerns who have 
a commitment to assisting each other). In public demonstrations, such as 
described in Chapter 11, respect for the participants is uppermost in the 
leader’s mind.

The amount of training and/or knowledge a leader needs in Individual 
Psychology as well as in group procedures varies with the types of groups 
and their objectives. In discussion groups, for example, leadership can be 
shared or rotated among the members for a session or more. This rotation 
is particularly possible when the group is using a common reading source 
to provide structure and information.
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In consultation or counseling groups, portions of sessions may be 
influenced significantly by one or more members, but the leader would 
likely maintain a share of the responsibility for clarifying, summariz-
ing, or otherwise directing the group. Co-leadership is recommended 
whenever possible because it increases the probability that what one per-
son might overlook another person would not. Compatibility of co-leaders 
in these cases requires cooperation and a general sense of equality but not 
necessarily similar training or background. In some cases in a school, for 
example, a counselor and teacher or parent might co-lead a group with 
considerable effectiveness because of their complimentary insights and 
experiences. Human relations specialists and union representatives in 
business and industry also work effectively together when basing their 
approach on these principles and methods.

Discussion Groups

Discussion Groups for Children
Although the same observations can be made for persons in any of the 
Adlerian groups, one of the most important outcomes for children con-
cerns their realization that individually and collectively they can use their 
intellect to solve problems that they experience in their daily living. In fact, 
studies have found that the extent to which young students feel they have 
control over their own destiny is strongly related to their achievement.

To believe in their own capabilities, to mobilize and cooperate in the 
use of other’s capabilities, and to expect that problems can be solved in 
constructive, rational ways are important lifelong lessons to be learned 
through group discussions. These discussions also can help to counteract 
some adults’ tendency to overemphasize the importance of subject mat-
ter in school. Discipline per se can be a subject of learning instead of an 
adjunct, in the sense that “good” students know how to behave and others 
must be shown through rules, merits, demerits, lectures, and punish-
ment. Discouraged students misbehave or do poorly in school because that 
appears to them to be their best solution. They need guidance in learning 
alternative behaviors and attitudes.

Classroom Meetings. Unfortunately, school and home tend to reinforce 
mistaken notions of discouraged children by emphasizing their shortcom-
ings and overlooking opportunities to offer new or different alternatives. 
Classroom meetings are one important way to ensure that each child has 
opportunities to discover his or her unique talents and strengths. This 
meeting is an excellent way for children to overcome whatever real or 
imagined limitations they perceive as roadblocks to a more satisfying life 
for themselves and others.
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Responsible behavior is possible for all children.

Both Dreikurs and Glasser provided valuable principles and specific 
procedures on classroom meetings for counselors and teachers. Although 
Glasser (1969) referred to his approach as reality therapy, his principles are 
very compatible with Individual Psychology and his methods are equally 
helpful. He believes that responsible behavior is possible for all children 
when they are given the opportunity to become involved, to learn the sig-
nificance of valuing, and to make a commitment to activities that provide 
a sense of worth and belonging or love.

Borrowing from Glasser’s (1969) three types of classroom meetings 
(open-ended, educational diagnostic, and social problem-solving meet-
ings), I discuss my use of each in the following.

Open-Ended Meetings. Children are invited to discuss any thought-pro-
voking question that interests them. In these discussions the teacher aims to 
stimulate both the creative and rational thinking capabilities of the children.

Facts or known answers are not the major focus of an open-ended 
meeting. For example, I have asked the following questions of 
second-grade elementary school pupils:

Have you ever wondered what would happen if we could not buy toys 
in stores? Do you think that would be good or bad?

Have you ever had a toy that was made especially for you? Would you 
like that as well as a store-bought toy?

Have you ever made a toy or pretended you had a toy? Did you enjoy 
playing with it?

Have you ever made someone else a toy? How many of you would 
like to make a toy you could share with a friend? What kind of 
toys could we make?

In this case, the teacher could follow up with other activities and discus-
sions on giving and receiving or what makes people happy or sad, and possi-
bly even devote an activity time to making toys for others out of pipe cleaners, 
common household articles, or materials readily available in the children’s 
neighborhoods. On the other hand, such sessions do not have to be planned, 
followed up on, or scheduled. In fact, some of the most meaningful sessions 
for the children will be spontaneously suggested by them or by events in the 
news that cannot be programmed in advance. As the pupils learn that there 
are no “correct” answers, they will look forward to these opportunities.

Educational Diagnostic Meetings. These sessions are related to what 
the class is studying. They allow the teacher to determine quickly whether 



310  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

what the class is studying is being understood by the pupils. In my experi-
ence, pupils often memorize what is required for classroom tests without 
seeing its relevance for daily living. Without relevance, motivation to learn 
the subject is lost or misplaced on values unrelated to the subject itself (i.e., 
grades to show superiority).

Challenging the pupils to examine concepts and to transfer their knowl-
edge to current events is often the focus of these sessions. I found the fol-
lowing questions useful in helping a seventh-grade teacher evaluate the 
class’s use of concepts and facts being studied in social studies:

Why do you think we have never had a woman president?
What role have women played in the history of our government? 

Can you name a few who have made a significant contribution to 
this country?

Can you name other countries that have women as the recognized 
head or leader of their country?

Do you know of any women who may have an opportunity in the 
future to run for president?

What knowledge or experiences that women traditionally have had 
might contribute to their being a good leader and president?

At the time of the previous meeting, the primary election campaigns 
were in progress. Students had been studying current events as well as 
history. After class, the teacher reported some disappointment in their 
responses to the questions. Approximately 6 weeks later, after an average 
of two or more class meetings a week for 25 minutes each, I observed a sub-
stantial improvement in the quality of their discussions and a noticeable 
increase in responses from the quieter, less academic students.

I usually co-lead with the teachers on at least two occasions and sim-
ply observe at other times. Normally a demonstration and assistance on 
a few other occasions is sufficient help for the teachers to carry on the 
activity. Learning to listen and respond empathically, to withhold evalu-
ation, and to encourage any genuine effort to participate are the key 
ingredients for success of group activities. Teachers will find the educa-
tional diagnostic meeting most informative when someone else leads the 
discussion. Sharing time for this purpose, as in team teaching, could be 
a meaningful way for teachers to assist one another. Otherwise, teachers 
leading such a discussion will want to use caution when students do not 
relate what has been studied in class to what they perceive as an open-
ended discussion. Reminding or reprimanding will discourage future 
participation.

Social Problem-Solving Meetings. These meetings are held to discuss 
and potentially solve individual and group educational problems of the 
class and the school. Social problem-solving meetings are more difficult 
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for an outsider to lead than they are for the teacher. This tends to be true 
because problems often cannot be solved in one meeting and follow-up 
with involvement by outsiders is difficult, even if students accept them as 
members of the group. A few rules of thumb can help identify the hall-
marks of the social problem-solving meetings:

	 1.	 All problems relative to the class as a group and to any individual 
in the class are eligible for discussion. Home problems may be 
included if the pupil or parent wishes to bring them up.

	 2.	 The discussion itself should be directed toward solving the prob-
lem. Fault finding or punishment should never be a part of the 
discussion of the solution.

	 3.	 The teacher remains nonjudgmental but the class may be judg-
mental and then work toward positive solutions. The teacher helps 
sustain the understanding that everyone has value and a place in 
the group—even the misbehaving individual. The class members, 
however, have a right to decide how they will respond to a lack of 
cooperation by members in the class.

	 4.	 The meetings should be conducted in a tight circle with everyone 
visible to everyone else. (This arrangement is also important in 
the other types of meetings.)

	 5.	 Meetings should be relatively short for younger children (10 to 
30 minutes) and longer for older pupils (30 to 45 minutes). Meeting 
regularly, however, is more important than undue concern for the 
length of the meetings.

	 6.	 The principal can be an important partner in presenting the possible 
alternatives open to the class. The principal may be involved in dis-
cussing a problem situation of a class or of individuals. His or her role 
would include helping students to examine what they did that con-
tributed to a problem and what they can do to solve the problem, and 
asking for a commitment to follow through on a plan to resolve the 
problem. When punishment is completely out of the question, frank 
discussions between students and the principal are entirely possible.

	 7.	N o one problem or individual should be allowed to dominate these 
meetings one session after another. Once the negative aspects of 
a situation are identified, future attention should be directed to 
progress and positive steps that can be taken. Behavioral problems 
per se should not be the only basis for discussion. Concerns with 
friendship, loneliness, vocational choice, sportsmanship, dating, 
and many other topics can be discussed quite profitably.

I was invited to join a teacher of high school seniors in a family living 
class to discuss student attitudes toward male and female roles in soci-
ety. The teacher reported a problem of overt reactions directed at her by 
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some of the boys because of her presentation of women’s equality, opin-
ions, information, and so forth. She became upset by the boys’ comments, 
including what she considered disrespect for women, in general, and for 
her, in particular.

Although the class had had discussions before, they had not met in the 
circle nor had they met me before. There was a noticeable tenseness in 
the group as they entered the room and a few audible comments suggest-
ing that although the teacher had asked if a visitor could join them, a few 
of those boys were less than ecstatic about the prospects. A few of the boys 
resisted joining the tight circle initially but became full-fledged members 
as the meeting progressed.

After the teacher’s opening comments concerning her perceptions of 
the problem, I was asked to help lead a discussion that might allow them to 
take a fresh look at their feelings and attitudes. Sensing that some members 
of the class suspected there might have been a hidden agenda, I assured 
them that none existed other than an open attempt to have them discuss 
their true attitudes and feelings. To facilitate this process, I invited them to 
share their opinions and ideas on the following.

What does it mean to be a human being? The first remarks came from 
a few of the more academically inclined students. The reluctance to par-
ticipate by a few of the boys was still obvious but they were attentive. 
Nonevaluative, reflective, and clarifying comments were the primary 
responses to the remarks of the students. They sought to distinguish 
human beings from animals and other living things. They identified char-
acteristics and abilities that they considered important aspects of being a 
human being. They mentioned living cooperatively and responsibly among 
the qualities of being a human being.

What does it mean to be a person? The discussion was much more relaxed 
and counterquestions followed comments. To be a person meant different 
things to different people, but all agreed that to be a person was impor-
tant to them. Persons are human beings and they have many qualities in 
common.

What does it mean to be a man? And what does it mean to be a woman? 
At this point in the discussion, the reluctant participants were actively 
sharing their views. There were no signs of hostility or disregard for others’ 
views. Quite the contrary, there was much agreement on the general equal-
ity of men and women as persons and human beings. Three of the boys, 
however, stated that they still did not like to consider women as equals 
even though they agreed with the logic of the discussion.

The period was about to end as their attention was turned to consid-
ering prejudice. The view was offered that being aware of one’s prejudice 
could be a significant step toward examining it. They were not being asked 
to change their views, only to be honest in accepting them as their own. 
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Further discussions on the assumption that everyone holds unexamined 
values, attitudes, and prejudices might be helpful to everyone in the class.

The teacher reported further discussions were held and a unit on careers 
allowed the class to consider the issue further but from a different point 
of view. Of importance to the teacher, the behavior of the boys improved 
noticeably and she found them more cooperative in the class.

Children need specific training in group participation. Natural leader-
ship from within the group usually will emerge in a few weeks so that the 
teacher can relinquish leadership to members of the group. The teacher 
functions as a consultant once the members have learned the fundamen-
tals of group discussion. In the beginning, he or she provides guidance by 
doing the following:

	 1.	 Helping establish ground rules. In other words, talk about what it 
means to have friendly discussion and how a few simple rules can 
help them work and play together in a cooperative, friendly way. 
Order is important to a democratic setting, but it evolves from the 
logic of the situation and respect for self and others.

	 2.	 Ensuring total group participation. There are topics, questions, or 
issues about which any pupil can safely express an opinion. By 
observing which children are not participating, the teacher can 
ask a question and invite the quiet students to share their views. 
Any genuine effort by these students to participate can receive 
recognition by the teacher’s responses to them. Normally, these 
students will slowly but willingly join in the class discussions.

	 3.	 Modeling through initial leadership. The teacher’s leadership is 
directed toward relinquishing the responsibility for leading. The 
teacher models how the children can think through their own 
experiences, how they can question and evaluate what they have 
heard in order to reach a conclusion or solve a problem.

	 4.	 Handling touchy problems. Keeping the discussions focused on 
constructive thinking and devoid of meaningless or derogatory 
comments is particularly important when pupils discuss the 
misbehavior of other students. Fighting, lying, stealing, or cheat-
ing can be topics that bring about lively discussions. As students 
become experienced in dealing with such matters, certain ones 
will become the moderators in the sense that they will intervene 
when unnecessary or unkind comments are made. Until that 
time, the teacher will redirect comments or suggest alternatives in 
a friendly but purposeful way.

	 5.	 Stimulating ideas. Introducing problems, questions, or ideas that 
require the pupils to observe, evaluate, and reach conclusions is 
an important function of the teacher. In the activities of a year, 
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pupils will have ideas or topics that they will wish to discuss. At 
other times, and especially when they are still learning how to 
participate in a discussion, the teacher can anticipate topics that 
will motivate them and possibly be of help in acquiring the confi-
dence to deal with situations that face them in the future.

	 6.	 Encouraging group decisions and avoiding premature interventions. 
Learning to make group decisions and to accept the consequences 
of them are the necessary ingredients for democratic living. Some 
groups make ill-considered decisions and the teachers prema-
turely intervene to save the class from the consequences of their 
choice. If the class chose to disregard suggestions or otherwise 
overlooked important considerations, better that they discover 
the outcome for themselves. Equally important, the teacher can 
increase the satisfaction gained from the many occasions when 
sound decisions help individuals or the class as a whole.

			   An example of how group decisions, whether soundly consid-
ered or not, can be valuable sources of learning to students are 
illustrated in the following situation:

			   A sixth-grade class had enough experience with classroom 
meetings that they were feeling some expansiveness in their abil-
ity. They had decided that if they could get all their week’s work 
accomplished by Friday noon of that week, they would like to have 
a “free” afternoon for a class picnic at a nearby park.

			   The teacher injected that permission notes from their parents 
and approval for a picnic by the principal would be needed. 
She also suggested that they check with the principal as early as 
possible to avoid any problems. The teacher observed that they 
seemed confident of their ability to get along quite well without 
her suggestions.

			   The following week plans moved along enthusiastically and 
they worked diligently in all of their studies. They requested per-
mission slips for their parents’ signatures from the teacher and 
proceeded to collect them.

			   On Thursday afternoon, they sent a committee to the princi-
pal for permission. The committee returned in a short time with 
their faces revealing a dilemma. The principal willingly gave them 
permission and hoped that they enjoyed the picnic as much as the 
other children enjoyed the surprise circus visit planned for Friday 
afternoon!

			N   eedless to say, a reassessment of their alternative was made 
and they decided to see the circus and work diligently for a second 
week in order to have the picnic. This time they agreed to gain 
permission and check on conflicts ahead of time. The teacher was 
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asked if she had any suggestions or thoughts on how to plan more 
effectively. To the teacher’s credit, she never said, “I told you so,” 
or mentioned her earlier admonitions.

	 7.	 Summarizing and evaluating progress made. Groups should make 
an assessment periodically of their performance and consider 
plans for the future as well. They might ask, “What have we done?” 
“In what ways has it been of value?” and “What other things might 
we do that could be helpful or needed?”

Peer Mediation and Conflict Resolution. In Chapter 11, steps to con-
flict resolution are outlined and illustrated. As with problem-solving 
meetings, the use of the peer group to help resolve conflicts in schools can 
be very powerful with minimal intervention by adults. Many schools are 
now using mediation training of students as a means to alleviate some of 
the problems among students. An Adlerian approach to such training and 
intervention naturally evolves through group work. Training involves basic 
listening and responding skills plus practice under supervision in the pro-
cess of mediation. The conditions for an effective intervention are trained 
mediators and the support of the school administration. Basic principles 
for a successful intervention include the following:

	 1.	 Commit time. Essentially, all parties must make time for training, 
supervising, and conducting the interventions. Students, includ-
ing those in conflict, must be agreeable to meeting for the purpose 
of resolving differences.

	 2.	 Accept mediator. The students in the conflict must agree to accept 
the mediator and the process of mediation.

	 3.	No interruptions. Students must agree to listen to one another 
without interrupting.

	 4.	 No labeling. Students must agree to no name calling, labeling, or 
such.

	 5.	Keep cool. Students must agree to remain calm and in control of 
their behaviors.

	 6.	 Win/win goal. No one leaves a loser; therefore, the process contin-
ues until all are agreeable to a mutually acceptable solution.

	 7.	 Brainstorm solutions. Solutions require openness, creativity, and 
full participation of all parties.

	 8.	 Commit to solution. One’s word is an honor-bound bond.

School personnel are often surprised to learn that some of the most 
effective mediators were their greatest troublemakers in prior years. By 
giving students a responsible part in the classroom and school, they are 
able to channel the students’ need to belong into positive roles and respon-
sibilities. In my experience, teaching young people the principles of basic 
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human relations is not difficult. They are quick to understand the practical 
implications of the guidelines and the methods that follow.

Once students are trained in mediation, other students as well as admin-
istrators can call on them for reconciling differences with or between other 
students. This helps to de-escalate problems and keep many of them out of 
the administrators’ offices. Equally important, there is a transfer of learning 
that can permeate the school environment. Empowerment of the students 
for the good of the entire school is an important by-product of this process.

One illustration of how mediation was helpful relates to a school where 
difficulties with an eighth-grade Hispanic boy were growing progressively 
worse. His family was Spanish speaking and had limited contact with 
the school since they had moved into the community. Among the school 
administrator’s concerns were reports that he had been reading question-
able Spanish magazines in the school library. He was told that they would 
be returned if after review they were found to be acceptable. In addi-
tion, local police reported that he was “running around” with a “gang” of 
other Hispanic kids whose dress and manner suggested that they might 
be troublemakers. When confronted about his apparent disrespect for the 
school and community, Juan seemed defiant and continually referred to 
his “familia.” He claimed that he was the victim of racism and resented the 
harassment from school officials, teachers, and the police.

Fortunately, another Spanish-speaking bilingual student was a mem-
ber of the student mediation team. After explaining the mediation pro-
cess, this student asked Juan if he would be willing to meet with him to 
explain his position further. After this session, the mediator came to the 
school counselor with the following insights. First, the “gang” that the 
police described was Juan’s cousins. They all wear “dickies,” which are an 
inexpensive pair of casual pants of the same type traditionally worn by 
his grandfather and uncles. Second, the magazines that were confiscated 
from him were of cultural interest to him and included articles about cars, 
foods, and similar topics suited to his age. Indeed, no one had any difficul-
ties with Juan prior to these recent reports. In short, he was being victim-
ized and the result was a growing distrust and anger directed toward the 
school and community.

Under the circumstances, the counselor realized that there was an 
immediate need to develop and implement a cultural awareness among the 
staff and administrators. Juan, among others, was invited to participate in 
planning a program for this purpose. In this case, the school administra-
tors were the second party in the dispute and wisely agreed to the reso-
lution of differences through a collaborative project. The difficulties with 
Juan and his cousins subsided and Juan eventually became a trained medi-
ator. Although many disputes are between students and must be resolved 
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by them through mediation, the preceding illustration makes clear that it 
is a process worthy of adult consideration and use as well.

Those interested in multicultural group methods reported to be effec-
tive in promoting both academic achievement and self-esteem through 
interdependence and collaboration among adolescents may find jigsaw 
group methods helpful. Aronson (1997, 2004) has been reporting on coop-
eration and jigsaw groups for over three decades and provides the reader 
with illustrations of both the methods and outcomes of such groups.

Another interesting multicultural approach with children involves 
Native American spirituality (Hunter & Sawyer, 2006). Drawing on Native 
American traditional wisdom and practices, Hunter and Sawyer suggest a 
variety of activities designed to cultivate experiences of wholeness, belong-
ing, and mastery for children. A part of their strategy is a variation on pet 
therapy to help achieve the goals through developing empathy and com-
petence with nature and its animals. I believe these are useful illustrations 
of how practitioners can use their own creativity to help advance the goals 
and practices of Adler’s and Dreikurs’ legacy.

Guidelines for Cooperative Classrooms. The following are guidelines 
for teachers of the democratic classroom:

	 1.	 A group cannot run democratically without order and ground 
rules.

	 2.	 Limits are necessary.
	 3.	 Children should participate in establishing and maintaining rules 

necessary for functioning in an orderly group.
	 4.	 The group needs leadership and the teacher needs to know how to 

exert democratic leadership.
	 5.	Mutual trust and faith in each other in a class is essential to 

function democratically.
	 6.	The teacher must learn how to win the cooperation of the 

students through creative solutions, decision making, conse-
quences, and encouragement.

	 7.	 A spirit of cooperation must replace competitiveness in the 
classroom.

	 8.	 The teacher needs group dynamic skills to integrate the class for 
a common purpose; each child has to have a sense of belonging to 
the whole class.

Dreikurs believed that the problem of more effective education lay in teach-
ing adults as well as children the methods of democratic living. Whenever 
children have the opportunity to move from autocratic to democratic settings, 
they do not know how to behave in responsible ways. Equally important, adults 
do not know how to guide children in the methods of democratic living.



318  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

Laissez-faire leadership as an alternative to autocratic leadership is a 
poor idea. And yet, in the search for more human, child-oriented meth-
ods, many teachers and parents mistakenly subscribe to these methods 
and create even more havoc in their lives. When autocratic methods are 
set aside, adults and children alike require guidance and a period of train-
ing. In addition, Dreikurs was quite critical of teachers whose methods did 
not encourage curiosity and intrinsic satisfaction in the process of self-
discovery and learning. As a consequence, he devoted much of his per-
sonal efforts to writing about classroom methods and teaching teachers his 
methods through demonstrations and lectures.

Study Groups. Teachers need opportunities to study and observe oth-
ers leading democratically based classroom meetings. Similarly, parents 
are not likely to lead family meetings successfully without some instruc-
tions and encouragement. For this reason, Adlerians have experienced 
some of their most enthusiastic support from participants in parent dis-
cussion groups.

Parent study groups using Dreikurs and Soltz’s (1964) classic book 
with over half a million copies sold and translated into several languages, 
Children the Challenge, and teachers using Dreikurs’ classroom behavior 
books, meet under the following conditions:

	 1.	 Participants customarily gather together in groups under the lead-
ership of a counselor or someone with similar interests to them-
selves (who may or may not have previous acquaintance with the 
material).

	 2.	 They mutually discuss the philosophy, principles, values, and 
methods found in the book.

	 3.	 They share their views and understanding of this approach in 
guiding young people.

	 4.	 They learn new basic principles and their application in the art of 
democratic family living.

The leader of a study group is simply to facilitate the discussion, help 
avoid pitfalls of digressions from the topic, and leave responsibility to 
members for accepting or rejecting what is presented through the read-
ings. There are leaders’ guides available for Children the Challenge through 
most bookstores.

In my experience, groups usually meet for 10 sessions of approximately 
1½ hours each. Group size varies from 8 to 12 persons. In the parent 
groups, evening sessions allow those who work outside the home to attend, 
although daytime sessions have also been well attended by parents. A male 
co-leader seems to help increase the probability that men who come to the 
first session continue to attend. Having both parents participate is very 
helpful but not necessary if one or the other desires to benefit from the 
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sessions. Having parents and teachers in groups together can be very help-
ful to both groups, although dual relationships should be avoided among 
parents with children in their classes.

Leadership for the individual sessions can be rotated among those will-
ing to do so by sharing the leader’s manual. This procedure seems to con-
tribute to the confidence of participants and increases their interest in the 
discussion. Frequently, persons who participate in their first group can be 
encouraged to lead or co-lead groups for others who desire this opportu-
nity. Because every group is somewhat unique, new ideas are discovered 
or learned ones reinforced. Therefore, an individual can reread and dis-
cuss principles and examples many times and continue learning from the 
group discussion.

Family Meeting or Council
The family meeting or council is a logical extension of the democratic 
process into the home. As was noted in Chapter 11, strong families have 
characteristics that contribute to their cohesiveness. Among them are 
(a) members are dedicated to the welfare of each other; (b) members spend 
time together on an ongoing, regular basis; (c) members have good com-
munications skills and use them to talk with each other about all man-
ner of topics; (d) there are strong spiritual values that fortify the family in 
meeting life’s demands; and (e) members cultivate coping strategies that 
sustain them in times of crisis.

Now, more than ever, the need for the family meeting as a preparation 
for social living is evident. Like the classroom meeting, this is a time when 
all members learn to express their points of view, concerns, and questions 
in a safe, respected atmosphere. It is also a time to seek support, celebrate, 
and plan events together.

Guidelines for the Family Meeting. Each family establishes its own 
rules for meeting. Sometimes these rules are elaborate; in other cases, they 
are minimal. Recommended considerations include the following:

	 1.	 Establish a mutually agreeable time and place to meet.
	 2.	 Establish a procedure for keeping minutes and chairing the meet-

ing. A rotation of chairing is often effective.
	 3.	N o one is urged or required to attend.
	 4.	 Anyone can enter or leave at any time.
	 5.	 Decisions can be made that affect absent members.
	 6.	 Decisions can be changed at other meetings.
	 7.	 Decisions are made by consensus. When consensus cannot be 

reached on an issue, the decision should be made by voting, and 
all agree to abide by the majority vote or the issue is tabled until 
another time.
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Parents and teachers alike who are new to these methods sometimes 
worry that the children will be irresponsible and uncooperative in these 
meetings. With patience and a willingness to learn together, such concerns 
will pass away. A foundation in principles is important, however, if adults 
are to help the children in this process.

Excerpts From a Family Meeting. In the following excerpt from a fam-
ily meeting, an important principle is introduced by the oldest daughter 
(9 years old) at the first meeting. She has a rule for father, but as the family 
discovers, rules are for everyone!

Father:  Is there anything else to discuss today?
Mother: N o.
Son: N o.
Oldest daughter: Y es, you should tell us the days that you’re going to come 

home late so that we can have things fixed for you and dinner 
and such.

Father:  Well, what do you think I ought to do; I’m not sure what you 
are saying. Are you saying I should tell you when I’m coming 
home?

Oldest daughter:  Uh huh, so we’ll know. And sometimes Mother cooks 
food and she doesn’t expect you home and you come home. And 
she has to cook more supper after she’s all done.

Father:  Well, I see. That’s a good point. Would that … is that a rule for 
everybody then? In other words, when Mother’s out and she’s 
coming home late, she should let us know? And when you’re out, 
you should let us know when you’re coming home so we know? 
Is that what you’re saying, too?

Oldest daughter: N ot exactly.
Father:  I mean is it just a rule for me, or is it for everybody?
Oldest daughter:  It should be sort of like a rule for you.
Second daughter:  I think it should be a rule for everybody, ’cause every-

body doesn’t know when everybody else is coming home.
Mother: Y es, that’s right because it sometimes gets dark before you chil-

dren decide to come in. I’ve called and called. Right?
Second daughter: Y eah.
Father:  How about that? Is it a good rule for everyone? [All nod their 

heads, yes.] Does anyone want to say more about it before we go 
on? [no] We’ll want to put that in our minutes and I’ll make a 
point of calling if I’m not coming home on time. Will everyone 
try it? [nods]

In this case, important lessons have been learned by parents and chil-
dren alike. First, the children now know that they can safely confront the 
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parents with behavior that they believe needs improvement; second, they 
also have learned that rules are for everyone and they are not to be applied 
in a discriminatory manner; and third, the parents have learned that not 
only are the children capable of observing and reporting behavior that 
the parents need to improve but also they are very rational about how to 
resolve it successfully. Equality is well illustrated in this situation, and from 
it, more open dialogue can be expected. Appendix B contains a full tran-
script of the family council from which the previous excerpt was taken. 
Because such an example is not available elsewhere, parent study group 
leaders should find it a useful reference for parents interested in starting 
their own family council.

Why Family Meetings Fail. As was true of the classroom meetings, the 
ages of children and the agenda items that evolve generally determine the 
length of meetings. When members consistently leave early or begin com-
plaining about the meetings, the meeting may be too long. Other common 
contributors to unsuccessful family meetings are

	 1.	N ot starting on time
	 2.	N ot holding meetings regularly
	 3.	 Meeting at mealtime or while the television is on
	 4.	 Parental domination instead of modeling good listening and 

responding skills
	 5.	 Giving up because agreements are not working
	 6.	N ot following through on agreements

Parents, like teachers, must realize that learning to participate in a dem-
ocratic meeting with children requires experience and an inclination to 
be patient. There will be some excellent meetings with outstanding prog-
ress and there will be some relatively poor meetings with regression to old 
ways. The meetings can improve the quality of living significantly, how-
ever, when the spirit behind them becomes an integral part of the family’s 
way of relating to one another.

Marriage Discussion Groups
Because the principles of Individual Psychology apply to all interpersonal 
relationships, participants in parent groups often see its implications 
for their marriage relationships as well. As a result, marriage discussion 
groups, organized and conducted in much the same manner as the child-
rearing groups, are formed to satisfy the interest of those individuals wish-
ing to pursue study further.

Marriage discussion groups are not counseling or therapy groups, 
although some individuals may be in counseling outside of the group. 
When questions are asked in the meetings, no attempt is made to relate 
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them to problems or concerns of members in the group. Members may vol-
unteer examples of behaviors that illustrate certain principles when they fit 
into the flow of the discussion, however.

As was true of the parent groups, participants may be encouraged to 
record questions or concerns that they hope will be answered through 
the discussion. If at the end of 10 sessions their questions have not been 
answered, they may bring them up for discussion. Occasionally, a member 
of the group will volunteer to tell how the application of these principles 
has improved a specific situation that was troublesome for husband and 
wife. An illustration of such improvement is the following:

A husband had a habit of calling his wife (a group member) late in 
the afternoon to announce that he was bringing home a visiting busi-
ness associate for dinner. This habit was a source of regular anguish 
to her because the food might not be what she considered suitable for 
a guest or she simply had other things to do. Being a dutiful servant, 
however, she would do what she thought was expected and then feel 
resentment because of his insensitivity.

After reading sections of ἀ e Challenge of Marriage (Dreikurs, 
1946) with the discussion group, she decided to discuss her observa-
tions with her husband and propose an alternative. She suggested 
that in the future, if it was inconvenient for her to do the cooking, he 
should be responsible for the meal. Much to her surprise, he was very 
agreeable and actually enjoyed cooking for the guests he brought 
home. She was then able to meet the guests, enjoy the conversation 
before dinner, and gain a new appreciation for the work her husband 
had chosen as a career.

Another case involved a husband who frequently came home late for 
dinner. The wife would be angry because “supper was ruined” and many 
an evening was ruined as well. She decided that trying to keep supper 
warm beyond the time that was agreed upon was unnecessary. She dis-
cussed this fact with him, saying simply that if he was late, she would first 
put it in the refrigerator for him to warm up when he got home. After the 
first two occasions when she did this but made no complaint or comment, 
he came home much more regularly. Equally important, their evenings 
together were friendlier and more enjoyable.

Dreikurs’ (1946) book on marriage has been a useful reference 
for discussion groups even though it was written in the mid-1940s. 
Participants often are surprised at the accuracy of his predictions 
with respect to social change and the relevance of his suggestions for 
today’s marriages. The organizer and/or leader of the group will need 
to develop a few questions for each session that will help the group to 
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discuss the principles involved. After the first few meetings leadership 
can be rotated to members of the group as they show a willingness to 
assume it.

Consulting Groups

Consulting groups for parents and teachers are designed to capitalize on 
the principles and methods of Adlerian theory while empowering the 
group to use them in in their life situations. The purposes of these groups 
are threefold:

	 1.	 To help adults understand the practical application of Individual 
Psychology in their relationships with children.

	 2.	To help them understand their feelings and behavior in adult–
child conflicts.

	 3.	 To help them integrate their understanding into beliefs and values 
that will help them work more effectively with children.

Groups vary in size from four to six persons for teachers to slightly 
more in parent groups. They meet for approximately 1 hour each week for 
six or more times depending on their previous background and experience 
with Adlerian methods. Through the group experiences, the participants 
are taught four procedures for improving communication. They are par-
ticularly attuned to the fact that they communicate emotional as well as 
intellectual messages. The procedures involve

	 1.	 Learning to communicate caring responses
	 2.	 Stating own feelings about the impact of the child’s behavior on 

them in a respectful way
	 3.	 Learning conflict resolution to reach mutual agreement
	 4.	 Utilizing logical consequences when children choose not to help 

in conflict resolution

The leader must be the one who is competent in group processes as well 
as Adlerian methods. Group interaction can stagnate or otherwise remain 
inconsequential without appropriate leadership. For this reason, the goals 
of the group must be clear and agreed upon before starting. Attention to 
the effective development of the group is essential.

Generally, after a period of getting to know one another through struc-
tured exercises, groups begin by learning how to establish alternative 
approaches to the disruptive behavior of children. The methods and pro-
cedures described in Chapter 9 are involved in this process. For example, 
the group uses a specific teacher–child or parent–child conflict to iden-
tify the goals of misbehavior and alternative corrective and preventative 
actions for the adult.
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Among the important considerations in conducting such a group, the 
leader must encourage collaboration among the members on common 
goals; model and encourage effective listening and responding skills; 
establish trust through understanding about confidentiality and respect 
by “agreeing to disagree” when necessary; maintain an open, positive yet 
intellectually challenging atmosphere; and obtain a commitment to follow 
through with specific recommendations after each session.

Studies of parent and teacher groups generally supported their effec-
tiveness in positive changes in the classroom behavior of children in 
elementary schools. In addition, high school interventions with teacher 
groups proved even more effective than working with students alone. A 
difference between the study groups and consultation groups is the focus 
on implementing recommendations and seeking consultation from the 
group before and after implementation. Whether there are differences in 
the effectiveness of each method remains to be tested. More important 
to the practitioner is that each appears to be effective in helping to bring 
about positive changes in children’s behavior.

Counseling Groups

Although a distinction between counseling and consulting has been made 
for the purposes of this introduction to Adlerian methods, much of what 
has been presented under consultation and discussion groups also applies 
here. One distinction I make with respect to the methods in the next sec-
tion is their emphasis on the private logic of the individual as they relate to 
self, others, and life in general. The focus is on I, me, and self, not others. It 
is both intra- and interpsychic in nature. Such focus can result in profound, 
life-changing results. As was noted earlier about the difference between 
behavior and motivation modification, a change in one’s life purpose will 
affect every dimension of personality. On the other hand, lifestyle explora-
tion does not require psychotherapy in order to be meaningful.

Since the last edition of this book, my friends Sonstegard and Bitter 
(2004) have given us the benefit of their many years of conducting counsel-
ing and therapy groups to provide a step-by-step manual for student and 
clinician alike. It is already a classic among those who work with groups 
from an Adlerian perspective.

Lifestyle Groups

My experience with groups employing lifestyle as a means of self-explora-
tion and potential change suggests that these groups may be different from 
others, primarily in the degree of emphasis on discovery of one’s life plan. 
Purposes of the lifestyle groups include the following goals:
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	 1.	 To help each member understand the application of Individual 
Psychology in his or her own development.

	 2.	 To help each member discover his or her characteristic ways of 
approaching and perceiving his or her basic life tasks.

	 3.	 To help each member test his or her perceptions of self, others, 
and life with those of others in the group while also validating the 
lifestyle technique.

	 4.	 To help each member resolve any specific conflicts with which he 
or she desires assistance.

Starting Lifestyle Groups
Usually the first group session deals with ground rules for establishing 
trust, cohesiveness, and administrative details necessary in any group that 
expects to involve self-disclosure for promoting personal growth. Structure 
and task orientation are provided for early sessions by the educative func-
tion present in learning the theory and technique.

The leader of the group interviews and presents a lifestyle analysis for 
one of the members of the group in the first sessions. Members of the group 
are asked to record the information and ask for collaboration or clarifica-
tion as co-participants in the process. In this manner, they are actually 
involved in learning how to collect and use information. This also facili-
tates the collection of their own lifestyle information on forms that they 
can complete at home. Examples of forms are the ones provided in this 
book and the LSI—Life Style Inventory (Shulman & Mosak, 1988a). For a 
member unfamiliar with Individual Psychology, recommended readings 
and instructional sessions on basic principles are conducted. Shulman and 
Mosak (1988b) have provided a Manual for Life Style Assessment, which 
describes the process in detail.

Lifestyle Sessions
As members become more familiar with the process and theory, they are 
asked to preview the lifestyle information of one or more members of the 
group, to interview them in teams of two, and to develop from that a life-
style summary that includes the following:

	 1.	 Characteristic ways of making their place
	 2.	 Characteristic ways of approaching work, social relationships, 

and love relationships
	 3.	 Characteristic attitudes about self, others, and life
	 4.	 Possible self-defeating fictive notions as well as notions that 

contribute to their coping successfully with life circumstances 
(All members are invited to write a journal entry regarding social 
issues in their lives early in the group. Invariably, the private logic 
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convictions associated with the issues are uncovered through the 
lifestyle assessment.)

Members of the group have access to the lifestyle information of a mem-
ber one week before the session at which the individual’s lifestyle is pre-
sented for reaction. All such information is treated as confidential and is 
in a secured location.

Individuals who interviewed the member usually present their observa-
tions first, although questions and observations from other group mem-
bers are always in order. Observations are offered tentatively with a preface 
such as, “It seems as though …” or “Could it be that …,” rather than as 
dogmatic statements of fact. Generally, it is best to frame statements as 
though spoken in the self-talk of the individual (e.g., “For me life is full of 
surprises that often leave me confused” or “I am most comfortable in the 
company of women who appreciate my interest in nature, the arts, and the 
beauty all around us.” Generally, interpretations can be validated by direct 
reference to the lifestyle information as well as by the individual’s behavior 
within the group.

The group is watchful of the presenter projecting to other members 
attributes possessed by the presenter. The recognition reflex has proven 
to be a valuable index to accuracy of an observation. The smile or laugh 
comes readily in these groups because the genuine caring and empathy 
that develop make defensive maneuvering quite unnecessary.

Genuine caring and empathy that develop make 
defensive maneuvering quite unnecessary.

Caring confrontation becomes a natural adjunct to the relationships 
that develop. After two or three lifestyle summaries have been completed, 
the level of disclosure and trust are established to a degree that honestly 
offering or rejecting observations is not a threat to the warmth and sup-
portive nature of the group.

At the beginning of the group, members are asked to write as specifi-
cally as possible any concerns or relationship problems they wish to resolve 
through the group. After all the lifestyle assessments have been completed, 
members are asked if any of the recorded concerns have been resolved by 
the group activities. If there is unfinished business, they may wish to bring 
it to the group’s attention. Depending on the circumstances, the group may 
reexamine the person’s lifestyle summary to discover how the individual 
may be experiencing difficulty because of mistaken notions. Behavioral 
homework goals, role-playing, and similar techniques may be suggested or 
used in the process.
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Usually six to eight individuals compose a group. They meet a mini-
mum of once a week for two hours. Everyone is expected to attend each 
session and to participate actively in all activities of the group, although 
leading a session on someone else’s lifestyle assessment is voluntary. When 
used with trainees of one of the counseling professions, members are bet-
ter prepared to judge the value of the theory and technique from full par-
ticipation. For those solely interested in personal insight and development, 
reports indicate that the process is highly valued and considered useful in 
coping more effectively with basic life tasks.

When do lifestyle sessions cease? When the group perceives that there is 
no further business of individuals or the group, the group will cease to meet.

Summary

The significance of group work in the growth of Adlerian methods is 
apparent. Most illustrations of principles and methods in the literature are 
taken from reports of others who have shared their experiences in discus-
sion, consultation, or counseling groups. One reason lifestyle techniques 
per se may have remained somewhat obscure is that they apparently had 
not been adapted to group work. This is likely to be less true in the future 
as their use in public demonstrations, couples counseling, and groups such 
as described here become more common.

Study Questions

Directions: Respond to the following.

	 1.	 Identify three or more characteristics of all Adlerian groups, 
whether with children or adults, and whether the focus is therapy 
or discussion.

	 2.	 What are the relative strengths and weaknesses of open-ended, 
educational diagnostic, and social problem-solving classroom 
meetings?

	 3.	 (a) If family meetings are to succeed, what rules of thumb 
should be followed?
(b) What are some precautions?

	 4.	 What are some distinctions between study groups and consulta-
tion or counseling groups?

Activities

Directions: The following exercise is designed to elicit reflections on 
thoughts, feelings, and actions, which are a part of what we refer to as our 
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spirituality or spiritual self. According to research in this area, longevity 
and quality of life appear to be influenced by one’s spiritual beliefs and 
practices including meaning and purpose in your life. This activity may be 
used to facilitate discussions or explorations of what one believes, the feel-
ings associated with those beliefs, and the extent to which they serve you 
in understanding and developing this dimension of your “self” and coping 
with the natural world as you know it.

There are no correct or incorrect answers. The process of exploration is 
ongoing; therefore, one could participate in this or similar exercises profit-
ably on a number of occasions. It is a very personal and potentially power-
ful process with long life and life-long implications (pun intended). For 
most persons, it is also quite enjoyable if shared in a spiritually supportive, 
encouraging climate of openness. Your answers will stay with you unless 
you choose to share during a small group discussion. Participants often 
find that putting their thoughts and feelings into words for self-reflection 
brings them into sharper focus, meaning, and ultimately value in their 
quest for personal development. 

Spiritual Insight Exercise

1. Are there questions or unresolved issues concerning your spirituality/
spiritual self for which you would like answers or resolution? If you are 
comfortable sharing them, please use the space below.

2. In the space below or on a separate piece of paper, please draw one or more 
symbols, objects, or shapes that have special spiritual meaning to you. Briefly 
note their meaning and significance.

3. In the space below or on a separate piece of paper, please draw a “spiritual 
development line” in any configuration you choose, but labeled with 
significant events, insights, teachings, examples, persons, or experiences that 
have influenced your spirituality to the present. Assuming that you can 
extend this line or drawing into the future, please do so, filling in the labels 
that represent your aspirations, emotions, experiences, etc.
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4. As a child of 8 years or younger, did you have any spiritual models or hero/
heroines (real or fictional; alive or dead)? What was it about them that you 
admired and why? Do you have any other such persons that you identified 
later in life? What was it about them that you admired and why?

Model:

What you admired and why:

Model:

What you admired and why:

Model:

What you admired and why:

5. As a child of 8 years or younger, did you have any favorite stories, fairy tales, 
books, television programs, etc. that had special spiritual or mystical 
meaning to you?

Story:

Its meaning to me:

Story:

Its meaning to me:
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6. What are sayings, slogans, or mottoes that you learned as a child which have 
special spiritual meaning for you (e.g., “do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you” or “the devil takes the hindmost”)? What does each mean 
to you?

Motto:

Meaning:

Motto:

Meaning:

7. What are some specific readings (holy books, other books, magazines, etc.) 
that have particular spiritual meaning to you? What is it about each that is 
most important to you?

Reading:

Meaning:

Reading:

Meaning:

8. Describe your first experience(s) with death. What were the circumstances, 
whom were you with, what did you do, what did others do, how did you feel, 
and what were your thoughts about it?
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9. If you participate in an organized religion, please describe what it is about 
this religion and its practices that are most important to you and why.

10. Do you discriminate between your religious practices and your spirituality? 
If so, please explain your interpretation of each.

11. Have you ever had a near-death experience? If so, how has it affected your 
sense of spirituality, if at all?

12. Have you ever had a spiritual experience that is difficult to share with most 
people, but has significantly influenced your spirituality? If so and you are 
comfortable sharing it, please describe it briefly here.

13. What do the following terms or a few significant words like them mean to 
you in a spiritual sense: life; right; wrong; forgiveness; death; life after death; 
Allah, Yahweh, God, or Spirit.

14. Are there other terms, experiences, or concepts important to you but not 
mentioned previously? If so, please indicate what they are and why they are 
important to you.
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15. Briefly review your answers to Questions 4 through 7.

Item 4: � Individuals who seem to know how to solve the mystery or at least 
cope with it.

Item 5: � Stories representing core issues, mysteries, or beliefs about the 
spiritual life.

Item 6: � Basic values, guiding themes.
Item 7: � Sources of answers to the mysteries.

16. Of all the guiding thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that are a part of your 
spirituality today, which are most important to you?

17. What is the origin (e.g., church teachings, church dogma, family, specific life 
experiences, reflections/meditation, prayer) of these beliefs within you so far 
as you can discern? Are they helping you discern your spirituality more fully? 
In what ways do they help?

18. If not, why might that be? If this were not an issue, how would your 
spirituality be different?

19. What have you learned (or rediscovered) through this exercise about your 
path to deeper sensitivity to your spirituality?
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13Chapter 

Passing on the Adlerian Legacy

The first truly useful introduction that I had to Individual Psychology was 
the result of the urging of a former school counselor colleague who subse-
quently became a doctoral student of mine. He attended summer classes 
at the Alfred Adler Institute of Chicago under the leadership of Rudolf 
Dreikurs. About that same time I was teaching Advanced Counseling 
Theories for doctoral students and felt well acquainted with the major theo-
ries that were considered the mainstay of practitioners. I was fortunate to 
have been able to attend workshops and conference programs by the “big 
names” of the day espousing behaviorism, reality therapy, logotherapy, 
rationale emotive therapy, reality- and client-centered counseling, and deri-
vations of these and others. I was not going to be easily impressed with what 
I knew to be an “old” theory steeped in psychoanalytic-type psychobabble.

Nevertheless, this advisee persisted in the merits of Adler and Dreikurs. 
In fact, he had become so ardent in his convictions that he insisted that he 
would only supervise students interested in learning Adlerian counseling! 
I felt compelled to take him to lunch one day and explain the impracticality 
of his position and attempt to moderate his enthusiasm. Instead, he offered 
me a proposal that he would help teach a summer institute for which I was 
director so that I could attend summer classes at the Adler Institute with 
Dreikurs and his colleagues. After some thought I accepted the offer, con-
fident that I could dispel the myth of Dreikurs’ magic!

In truth, I was not open-minded in the first hours of my attendance 
of classes. The group was composed of an airline captain, social worker, 
school psychologist, school counselor, teachers, parents, and community 
workers. This was hardly what I had expected. Fortunately, my question-
ing about Individual Psychology compared to other theories of counseling 
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was politely but firmly deflected by one of several articulate and interest-
ing instructors, Bob Powers. After more than a few inquires, Bob simply 
said in good humor if I’d like a course in comparative psychology he could 
recommend the University of Chicago for possibilities!

He did me a big favor. I was playing a kind of game of competitive the-
ory baiting and he would have none of it. As my mind opened and my 
mouth shut, I allowed myself to listen and dialogue with other participants 
and instructors after classes. I started reading everything I could by both 
Adler and Dreikurs. I watched demonstrations, asked questions, and came 
to appreciate the profound value in what otherwise seemed a simplistic 
approach to human development, human relations, and our understand-
ing of the journey we call life.

Teaching

So my first substantive introduction to Adlerian practice came through a 
traditional classroom environment and personal study of the literature. 
Learning by instruction and study may seem self-evident, but I had learned 
of Adler’s ideas in my psychotherapy and counseling classes many years 
before. In fact, I went back to my class notes just out of curiosity to see what 
my graduate school instructors had thought was worth sharing. Nothing 
that was shared was incorrect, but they lacked the vitality or practicality 
that the Adlerians had brought to this approach! Adler had died and others 
also buried his dynamic ideas and methods!

In this day of distance education, Internet access to all manner of infor-
mation sources as well as more traditional tools, learning about any sub-
ject is wonderful. This is true for Adlerians as well. However, what I have 
learned by reading, listening to, and observing all the authors or “masters” 
of whatever approach I’ve chosen to study is that they are not “practicing” 
their approach. They live what they believe and their methods are an out 
growth of those beliefs. They create ways to help people based upon their 
unique way of understanding and relating to others.

Rudolf Dreikurs really irritated some people with his direct, no-
nonsense manner. Some said (as I did at the time) that he was not empathic 
enough in some of his interactions with parents or teachers. Of course, 
our idea of “empathy” was reflecting client emotional feeling statements. 
A client once said to Drekurs, “Don’t practice your psychology on me!” 
Dreikurs replied, “What are you paying me for?”

On the whole, Dreikurs was brilliantly incisive. His directness was wel-
comed by most clients as he relieved them of the burden of not being under-
stood or of not receiving real help. His insights, recommendations, and 
encouragement were a kind of empathy that was much more than about 
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good feelings. He was literally loved by children whom he had met just one 
time. With all of my efforts at empathy, I don’t believe that I could claim 
the same. The point in these illustrations is that to learn Adlerian psychol-
ogy well, I recommend that the student seek instruction from someone 
who lives by and practices its precepts. Every one of the instructors at the 
summer classes I attended was first and foremost an “Adlerian.” They were 
no doubt not “perfect,” but they could laugh about it!

The first step in passing on the legacy is through sound, theoreti-
cally based instruction. This combined with self-study and reading the 
actual words and thoughts of Adler, Dreikurs, Mosak, Powers, Shulman, 
Sonstegard, and others taught by them are a must on the path to under-
standing and ultimately practicing as an Adlerian.

I learned years ago that mastery of a theory is knowing when not to follow 
its rules, but first you must know and follow the rules on the way to mas-
tery! Before innovating on their theory or practice, I believe it is obligatory 
to be grounded in their farsighted thoughts and experiences. I still enjoy 
reading their works and thank the Ansbachers (1967) for making Adler’s 
lectures and works more readily available for all to read.

Modeling and Mentoring

The expression, “seeing is believing” is preceded in my experience, as 
noted above, by “believing is seeing!” Once I stopped looking for the 
shortcomings or comparisons with other approaches, I had ample oppor-
tunities to see Adlerians at work. Adlerians are not “closet” practitioners. 
We seek to demonstrate our methods for all to see. I encourage anyone 
interested in Adlerian work with children, families, couples, groups, or 
individuals to find an Adlerian practitioner who specializes in one or 
more of these populations. Not everyone who is an Adlerian clinician 
is expert, for example, in lifestyle assessment or the appropriate use of 
early recollections. Having found the individual or training program of 
your choice, you also will have found someone willing to demonstrate 
their skills, discuss their methods, and answer questions. Not everyone 
can afford the time or responsibility to be a mentor, but in my experience 
you are more likely to find such an individual among Adlerian practi-
tioners. Conferences, workshops, and classes are still the mainstay for 
seeing demonstrations, although increasingly there are media sources 
available as well (Sweeney & Myers, 2004; Savickas, 2006). In addition, 
Adlerian parent and family education centers are accustomed to practic-
ing with group participation as described in Chapter 11. Parent education 
and child guidance practitioners tend to be especially eager to share their 
experience and knowledge with others.
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Co-Counseling and Supervision

The next step toward practice is co-counseling. Beginning with Adler 
and Dreikurs the chief way to learn their methods was under their tute-
lage. Sonstegard and Bitter (2004) continue this tradition in passing on 
their insights and experience in working with Adlerian counseling and 
therapy groups. The premise is basically simple. You watch an experi-
enced practitioner conduct an interview or sessions with a group, family, 
couple, or individual in which the process will be explained even as the 
sessions are conducted.

Rather than a family or couple being “treated” as if they were somehow 
deficient or incompetent, they are equal partners in the process of coun-
seling and invited to share what has worked for them, for example, in par-
enting. As a consequence, we learn a great deal from those who come for 
help whether children, parents, or other adults. Dreikurs and Soltz’s classic 
book and best-seller, Children the Challenge (1964), is an excellent example 
of how we learn from those we help as Dreikurs shared the wisdom of 
many parents’ experiences using his methods.

Naturally, the lead counselor follows a process like those described in 
earlier chapters. Rapport with those seeking counsel or consultation is the 
first priority. Establishing expectations for outcomes is a joint endeavor. 
Generally the counselor trainee is introduced and may participate as 
appropriate, but the more experienced supervising practitioner will take 
the lead through the process until the trainee has sufficient experience and 
confidence to lead the sessions with this or other counselees. Often this 
permits the trainees to begin practicing sooner than they might expect but 
the supervisor is present throughout. In addition, the supervisor may inter-
vene with supervisory comments that suggest alternatives or seeks clarifi-
cations designed to assist the counselee as well as the counselor, but in no 
way to discourage the counselor or diminish their position with the coun-
selee. One important benefit to the counselor trainee is the opportunity to 
compare and contrast observations about progress, feedback on clarity and 
effectiveness of suggestions, and alternatives for subsequent sessions.

Two experienced practitioners may co-counsel in much the same man-
ner but with one leading in one session or by switching during a session to 
capitalize, for example, upon gender differences (i.e., father or male part-
ner comes to a session and a male counselor may become more involved 
even though the female counselor started the session). The counselors 
make time after sessions to help each other benefit from the colleagues’ 
observations, hunches, and affirmations.
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Peer Supervision

A variation on the co-counselor model is the peer supervision group, 
which is possible in graduate programs or institutes where cohorts meet 
in sessions to review recordings of sessions. These experiences can be very 
helpful when approached with preparation by all concerned. Usually these 
are small groups of 4 to 6. A case presentation format permits everyone to 
review sessions in recorded format, read case notes, and hear a presenta-
tion by one member of the group at a time. While not as dynamic as the 
live demonstrations, they have the advantage of replaying and discussing 
alternatives without the pressure of interfering with counselee rapport or 
time constraints (especially when young children are involved). The life-
style exercise at end of this chapter has been used with such groups.

Consulting

As noted in Chapter 11, consulting is another method for continuing the 
educative process about Adlerian methods. The consultee is the client in 
these cases.

I have regularly volunteered to students and participants in my classes 
and workshops the opportunity to seek my consultation, for example, about 
lifestyle assessments, early recollection interpretation, and child guidance 
when they begin using them in practice. This is not unique to me, however, 
as Dreikurs was noted to be generous to a fault. He would not charge for 
individuals who he did not think could pay. In fact, he was known to make 
referrals to other Adlerians in private practice and expect them to counsel 
pro bono! It can be hard to pay the rent in that kind of practice!

I was fortunate to have had the opportunity to visit with Dreikurs 
between classes; to spend a week as a guest in the home of Harold Mosak 
and his wife, observing him in his Chicago private practice including a 
lifestyle assessment for me; and to have had the assistance of Manford 
Sonstegard, Don Dinkmeyer, Sr., and Oscar Christensen for my Coping 
with Kids telecourse. In Dreikurs’ tradition, all gave freely of their time 
and expertise.

Summary

Learning Adlerian methods is perhaps no more difficult to achieve than 
any other approach to counseling and psychotherapy. The learner must be 
motivated to seek out the expertise of those who practice it. Few univer-
sity graduate programs provide more than a cursory introduction, and too 



338  •  Adlerian Counseling and Psychotherapy﻿

often it is standard text book theory with little or no practical application 
demonstrated. There are conferences and workshops for those who are 
interested. The best single source of information in my experience is the 
North American Society of Adlerian Psychology (http://www.nasap.org).

The chief methods for learning are through instruction by those who 
are Adlerians within the areas of expertise that are of interest (e.g., child 
guidance, couples and family counseling, lifestyle assessment).

Study Questions

	 1.	 Of the methods shared for learning how to practice Adlerian 
counseling and psychotherapy, which suit your preferred learning 
style? If working with a study group, discuss the advantages and 
disadvantages of each method. How might you act on this in order 
to get beyond theory and more into practice?

	 2.	 What are the obstacles to you moving forward with your further 
education in this approach? Can you think of one person who 
could help you get beyond them? How might you approach this 
person, i.e., introduce yourself and state your desire for consulta-
tion? What might you specifically ask of them? The next step is to 
do it!

Activities

Interviewer’s Lifestyle Script
The following script has been used as a tool in teaching lifestyle assess-
ment. It may be used to help the interviewer to collect counselee data 
without being concerned about forgetting important areas. An audio or 
video recorder maybe used to augment one’s notes after the interview. It 
is important for the interviewer to attempt to record the exact choice of 
words and phrases of the interviewee. Equally important, the interviewer 
must avoid interjecting personal interpretations or meanings to the inter-
viewee’s observations. I say, stay out of the counselee’s way! Let them tell 
their stories in their own way with their own words.

What follows is a brief narrative to get started, categories for data col-
lection, and suggestions for summarizing the data. You may choose to 
use an outlined notepad of the format to permit verbatim note taking. An 
example of summing up a lifestyle concludes this activity.

Lifestyle Assessment Interview Script
The following interview will be structured to help explore various aspects 
of your early life experiences. There are no right or wrong answers and I will 
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not be making any judgments or psychological categorizing. The process 
is designed to help you understand yourself better today based upon what 
you learned about life, yourself, and others as a youngster. Most people 
enjoy the process and often learn interesting insights related to current 
events that they are dealing with. I will simply be making notes to help me 
remember what you have said, so if you talk more rapidly than I can write, 
I may ask you to repeat parts of what you shared if that’s okay with you.

What I would like you to do is to relax and think about whatever comes 
to mind as I ask questions about your childhood (6 to 8 years or younger). 
Part of it will be about you and your brothers and sisters, part about your 
parents and other significant adults who may have lived with you, and part 
will be about your earliest specific memories as a child. Do you have any 
questions about what we will be doing?

Family Constellation
First, please spell the names of your siblings and give me their ages com-
pared to you beginning with the oldest, for example, Jon, +3 years, Merry, 
−2 years. Was there anything special about their names, for example, as 
being named after a parent, grandparent, famous person, etc?

Were there any deceased children or miscarriages to you knowledge? 
(names/ages/gender) Did any of the children have disabilities, serious 
chronic illnesses, etc?

Name Age (+ or –) Comments

Siblings: 1. (Oldest) _________ _________________ _________________
2. ________________ _________________ _________________
3. ________________ _________________ _________________
4. ________________ _________________ _________________
5. ________________ _________________ _________________
6. ________________ _________________ _________________

The questions are in large measure those in Dreikurs’ 1967 work and found 
in various formats in both published and unpublished literature. With 
experience and an understanding of the potential significance of these 
questions, an interviewer will learn to innovate somewhat on these subject 
areas.

A.  Description of Siblings
So we continue with answering all questions as you would have responded 
when you were a child of 3 to 8 years of age. This is quite important and 
may require a little relaxed reflecting on where you lived, with whom you 
played as a child, and so forth. If that would help, let’s start there now. You 
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may even wish to close your eyes from time to time if it helps you to recall 
things more vividly or easily.

	 1.	 Who is most different from you? _ ______________________ 

		  In what respect?_____________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

	 2.	 Who is most like you? ________________________________

		   In what respect?_ ___________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

	 3.	 What kind of kid were you?____________________________

	 4.	 Describe each of the other siblings:

		  Siblings ___________________________________________

__________________________________________________

B.  Ratings of Attributes
In the following series of questions, I want you to think about who among 
your brothers and sisters (or for only child, among other kids your age) 
had the most or least of a particular personal quality. Please answer as you 
would have when you were a young child and don’t be embarrassed to say 
you were the most or least as the case may be. In fact, if you are not the 
most or least, I will ask you whom you were most like. Please feel free to say 
what you mean by your response. For example, you may wish to explain 
what it means to you to have “high standards” if that is the question. In 
some cases, I may ask you to explain what it means to you. There are no 
correct answers and whatever you believe it to mean will be what I need to 
understand. If you do not wish to answer a question that will be fine, too.

Interviewer:	 draw an arrow ( or ) in the middle column toward 
the sibling most like this individual if she is neither “most” nor “least” 
of an attribute.

Sibling Highest Self  or  Sibling Lowest

1. Intelligence _____________ __________ ____________
2. Hardest worker _____________ __________ ____________
3. Best grades (subjects?) _____________ __________ ____________
4. Helping around the house _____________ __________ ____________
5. Conforming _____________ __________ ____________
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Sibling Highest Self  or  Sibling Lowest

6. Rebellious (in what way?) _____________ __________ ____________
7. Trying to please _____________ __________ ____________
8. Critical of others (about?) _____________ __________ ____________
9. Consideration _____________ __________ ____________

10. Selfishness _____________ __________ ____________
11. Having own way (e.g.?) _____________ __________ ____________
12. Sensitive—easily hurt _____________ __________ ____________
13. Temper tantrum _____________ __________ ____________
14. Sense of humor _____________ __________ ____________
15. Idealistic _____________ __________ ____________
16. Materialistic _____________ __________ ____________
17. High standards of _____________ __________ ____________

a. achievement _____________ __________ ____________
b. behavior (e.g.?) _____________ __________ ____________
c. morals (meaning?) _____________ __________ ____________

18. Most athletic _____________ __________ ____________
19. Strongest _____________ __________ ____________
20. Tallest _____________ __________ ____________
21. Prettiest _____________ __________ ____________
22. Most masculine _____________ __________ ____________
23. Most feminine _____________ __________ ____________

Interviewer note: Questions regarding the onset of menarche and male 
ejaculation (e.g., wet dreams), who answered questions about these experi-
ences and sexuality, readiness for these experiences, feelings about them, 
etc. may be useful when dealing with relationship issues, gender identity, 
religiosity, etc. I do not recommend using these questions in training 
exercises but in practice they can be relevant and helpful. Acceptance of 
one’s sexuality, attitudes toward men, toward women, and so forth may be 
understood better in relation to attitudes associated with these events.

	 24.	 Who was the most spoiled, by whom, how, and for what?
	 25.	 Who was the most punished, by whom, how, and for what?
	 26.	 Who had the most friends? _____________ What kind of rela-

tionship—leader, exclusive, gregarious?

C. Siblings’ Interrelationships

	 1.	 Who took care of whom?
	 2.	 Who played with whom?
	 3.	 Who got along best with whom?
	 4.	 Which two fought and argued the most?
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	 5.	 Who was Father’s favorite?
	 6.	 Who was Mother’s favorite?

D. Description of Parents

	 1.	 How old was Father at your birth? ______ Mother?______

	 2.	 What kind of person was Father?

		K  ind of job?

	 3.	 What kind of person was Mother?

		K  ind of job?

	 4.	 Which of the children was most like Father?

		  In what ways?

	 5.	 Which of the children was most like Mother?

		  In what ways?

	 6.	 What kind of relationship existed between Father and Mother?

	 a.	 Who was dominant, made decisions, and so forth?

	 b.	 Did they agree or disagree on methods of raising children?

	 c.	 Did they quarrel openly? __________________ About what?

	 d.	 How did you feel about these quarrels? Whose side did you 
take?

	 7.	 Who was more ambitious for the children? In which ways?

	 8.	 Did any other person (grandparent, uncle, aunt, roomer, etc.) live 
with the family? Were there any other significant figures in your 
childhood? Describe them and your relationship to them.

Early Recollections
Interviewer: Verbatim notes are essential with some prompting for the feel-
ings specifically associated with the recollections. The interviewer may need to 
help some individuals to “relocate” themselves to their childhood home(s), 
favorite toys, games, pets, etc. as a way of opening recollections to this early 
time in their lives. For practice, positive recollections are better to elicit, 
while the experienced interviewer can find positive attributes in otherwise 
“negative” recollections as well. Be sure to record only true recollections, i.e., 
not reports told by parents or others. Specific childhood dreams are early 
recollections. Recurring dreams are not considered early recollections.
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Now I would like you to describe your earliest recollections as a child 
of no more than 6 or 8 years of age. Imagine yourself in each situation and 
describe whatever comes to mind in as much detail as you can remember. 
Tell me, please, what you see, hear, and feel, just as if is happening now. So 
what comes to mind as your earliest recollection?

Note: R ecord these by age, verbatim on additional separate paper.

Concluding Lifestyle Interview
I will need an opportunity to review the notes that I have taken but I look 
forward to helping you learn from this review of early life experiences if 
that is your desire. Is there anything that you would like to add or reflect 
upon further at this time? Did anything in the process help you already? 
Was there anything that made you feel uncomfortable about doing this 
review? Do you have any questions at this time?

Summing Up the Lifestyle
Interviewer Note: You will need time to compile your summary of the attri-
butes, approaches to life tasks, guiding themes, and what constitutes the 
comfort (and discomfort) zone for the counselee. You may find the follow-
ing outline useful in this process. As an experienced clinician using this 
method, you will be able to incorporate observations without such formal-
ity and will no doubt learn to quickly intuit important themes, patterns, and 
convictions. However, for both learning purposes as well as thoroughness 
in exploring the counselee’s private logic, you are encouraged to spend time 
summarizing and “walking in his/her shoes” metaphorically before proceed-
ing. A shorthand way to proceed while learning includes the following:

For example, let’s use the case of Myna to illustrate:

Myna was the oldest of five children including three younger broth-
ers (Carlos, 18 months younger; Juan, 3 years younger; Petro, 4 years 
younger, and a sister, Isabel, the “Princess” of the family, 6 years 
younger). Until her marriage and later divorce, she was the second 
mother in the family and was looked up to her by her siblings. This 
was especially true for her younger sister until her divorce. Her school 
principal where she teaches gave her sick leave because of symptoms 
of depression and referred her to counseling. She was subsequently 
assisted by her family physician and a psychiatrist.

Her condition seemed related to her inability to cope with home 
and work responsibilities as well as familial and social relationships. 
Her response to the question of how life would be different if she 
wasn’t depressed included:
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“I would experience greater harmony with my family, satisfaction with my 
ability to parent my children, renewed enjoyment with teaching, an ability 
to initiate and sustain appropriate relationships with men including dat-
ing, and a greater sense of peace with my spiritual self.”

She perceives persons and events external to her as causing her prob-
lems and beyond her control. She has had a recurring dream from which 
she perceives no way out. Worse yet, “shadowy figures” pursuing her are 
closing in on her.

I.  Characteristics and Attributes

	 1.	 List the attributes chosen as “most” or “most like.”
		  She considered herself: the most intelligent, hardest worker, most 

responsible, most conforming (although inclined to covertly ignore 
her elders on occasion), trying hardest to please, most considerate, 
highest standards academically as well as in behavior and morals, 
strongest, and the most idealistic.

	 2.	 List the attributes chosen as “least” or “least like.”
		  Myna reported that she was the least likely to be critical of others, 

to be selfish, to throw a temper tantrum, and was lowest in sense of 
humor (“it’s hard to be responsible and have fun, too”) and lowest 
in materialism. She considered herself second most likely to rebel 
but never in a mean or spiteful way. She also thought of her sister as 
“prettiest” but she, too, was pretty.

	 3.	 Review the family constellation, parental relationships, and 
related data to add to, modify, and corroborate the above state-
ments. These may be incorporated into a narrative summary.

II. A dult and Gender Models

Myna’s mother and father were away a lot taking care of the business. Their 
relationship tended to be loving if not stormy, too. Father tended to domi-
nate and was quick to anger while Mother was the peacemaker. Most of 
their arguments were related to the business. Although Mother wanted 
more time with their children, she acquiesced to Father’s demands for her 
help. She remembers that once her father pushed her mother in anger, but 
they made up later and she can’t recall another instance of it. Otherwise, 
they loved each other, the children, and made sacrifices to ensure that the 
children got an education, attended church, and were “good” children.

III.  Family/Cultural Values

When asked to describe her mother in a few words,when Myna thought 
of her when a youngster, she said her mother was “caring, spiritual, tired a 
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lot, quiet, and wise.” Father was strong, determined, passionate, and a hard 
worker. Together, they were “absent a lot.”

Mexican American pride in heritage runs through the entire family. 
Unlike many Mexican families of today who flee poverty in Mexico for 
the promised land of the northern neighbor, Myna’s father chose to come 
north to create his own business rather than stay in the family business in 
Mexico. While not wealthy by U.S. standards, her paternal grandfather was 
a successful businessman and his youngest son was determined to prove 
that he, too, could make it on his own. He also was intent on encouraging 
his children to get a good education and make it in the world on their own. 
In fact, it was a surprise to Myna when her father objected to her accepting 
a scholarship to a university 200 miles away from home. Unlike her mother, 
however, she would not acquiesce to her father’s demands.

While proud to be a legal citizen of the United States, both Mother and 
Father always spoke highly of the history and struggles of the Mexican 
people. They are a nation of many people, many noble people, not always 
poor or brought down by corrupt politicians. They are a people who in 
spite of bad government, survive and dream of a better day. ἀ eir language, 
music, art, and rich heritage are second only to the warmth, energy, and 
passion of the people. Indeed, to say you are a Mexican American is the best 
of both worlds.

While not overly religious, Father and particularly Mother are devout 
Roman Catholics. Church was the social and educational center for all of 
Myna’s formative years. Her attitudes and beliefs learned in a Catholic 
school about right and wrong were firmly reinforced at home. These 
included expectations for appropriate sex, marriage, divorce, having chil-
dren, and responsibility to others. Her own devotion to the Virgin Mary 
had been laid aside in her college years and she now feels unworthy of that 
relationship.

IV. �E arly Recollections and Life Convictions

	 4.	 Begin scanning the early recollections (ERs) for content, con-
text, movement, and emotional similarities or differences. Note 
these and begin asking yourself, if this is the way life is (or “should 
be”), if this is the way others are (or should be), and this is the way 
I am (or should be), what am I (the counselee) saying to myself 
in each instance about life, others, self, meeting my life tasks 
(work/school, friendship, love/family/significant other, self, and 
spirit/purpose), and what does that get me (goal, expected out-
come, result, consequence, i.e., others’ respect, attention, power, 
possessions, revenge, left alone). In each case when presenting 
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your tentative statement of “self-talk,” you can begin with, “could 
it be …?” or similar tentative phrase.

		  ER 1, 4 years old: I had just helped my brother learn to walk and 
my parents applauded! Everyone one was laughing and excited, 
me, too! I felt loved and special because I had helped my brother 
take his first steps. It was a happy time.

Convictions:
Helping teach others gives me great pleasure.
Happy times are found through teaching others.
Teaching can be a source of great pleasure to everyone involved.
Sharing good times with those you love is wonderful.

		  ER 2, 4 years old: My mother had bought me a new dress. It was 
beautiful! It had many bright colors and a lovely pattern with a 
long flowing skirt to it. She put it on me and had me twirl around 
and the skirt rose up and down as I turned. I felt so proud, so femi-
nine, and light as a feather, almost as if I could fly.

Convictions:
To be feminine is to be lovely, feeling light, and fully alive!
Women can help me feel great pleasure.
I love pretty colors in everything around me.

		  ER 3, 5 or 6 years old: My two older brothers were playing while 
my mother was doing the wash. I decided to go outside because I 
was curious about the noise other kids were making. I knew that 
I wasn’t supposed to go but I did anyway. Mother never found out 
because I got back before she noticed. I felt naughty but excited by 
the idea that I could do what I wanted.

Convictions:
Not everyone needs to know what you’re doing, especially if you 

shouldn’t be doing it!
I should be able to do what I want, but I don’t want any bad con-

sequences as a result.

		  ER 4, 7 years old: I was dressed in my white first Communion 
dress. We were marched down the center isle of the church with 
everyone watching. I felt so holy and special to be up in the front 
of the church to receive my first Communion. Everything was so 
lovely.
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Convictions:
I like the special feeling of being right with my God, my family, 

my community.
When I feel holy inside, I feel good before my family, my commu-

nity, and my God.

		  ER 5, 7 years old: It was May and about the time of my first 
Communion. We always had a devotion to Mary, the Mother of 
Jesus. I remember being in church after confession and feeling very 
clean inside and out (Mother made us take a bath before going!) 
and I prayed to Mary for her help. I felt a special presence … a feel-
ing like I was really being heard, and I promised to be good and to 
continue praying for guidance as the sisters had taught us. For a 
long time, I did. It really felt good.

Convictions:
I like feeling special in a holy way.
I feel loved and special when I think I have kept my promises.

	 5.	 Using the lifestyle data, briefly write short statements about what 
the individual is saying to him/herself about how to approach each 
of the life tasks (in actual cases, you may not address all life tasks 
unless relevant to the presenting issues): Work/school, friendship, 
love relationships (family, spouse, significant other/s), self, and 
spirit). These should be expressed as “I” statements as in the pri-
vate logic of the individual. For example, I can be depended upon 
to do my share of any task; I dislike loose ends in my work; I prefer 
friends who can work hard but play hard, too, or I am hardwork-
ing, responsible, and try to please others (unless I judge them to 
be incompetent); am considerate of others, have high standards 
in all that I do, etc. You will find starting with these statements as 
taken from the counselee’s self-report will help build rapport and 
establish a common basis for your collaboration on subsequent 
exploration of their collective meaning in the lifestyle.

In the case of Myna, for example:

V. �A pproaches to Life Tasks: Work, Friendship, Love, Self, Spirituality

	 A.	 Work: Myna has many positive attributes as a colleague and part-
ner. In relation to work tasks: “I am responsible, cooperative, hard 
working, and hold high standards for performance, especially so for 
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myself. I feel best about myself when I am experiencing success in 
helping others achieve and celebrate their success.”

	 B.	 Friendship and Love: Myna has deep attachment to fundamental 
values that guide her in relationships. She says, “I am committed 
to being trustworthy, honest, loyal, trying to please, willing to give 
more than I receive from others, considerate of others, and devoted 
to duty. I long, however, for companionship, respect, and caring 
from others.”

	 C.	 Self: Much of Myna’s discouragement stems from the conviction 
that she is not living up to her own high standards and this is con-
firmed in her mind through others’ rejection of her decisions and 
behaviors as daughter, sister, mother, and daughter-in-law. The 
lack of congruence between her self-expectations (and capacity 
for positively meeting her life tasks) and her current performance 
are the abyss into which her emotions have fallen. In her words, “I 
have nothing to live for. No one cares for me. I have ruined my life 
and the life of two families and I am currently hurting my children.” 
She might add, therefore, I am a “bad person,” which leads us to 
the next task.

	 D.	 Spirituality: To be at peace with oneself, others, and God is the 
highest state of joy, satisfaction, and goodness (or words to this 
effect) is what is closest to Myna’s heart and soul. Central to this 
conviction is a belief that “I must meet my promises in order to 
be worthy of the love and respect I desire.” Her responsibilities to 
her children, her students, her parents, siblings, and God all are 
outward signs of her promise to be the best person of which she is 
capable; a promise she has made to no less than the mother of her 
Lord and God!

VI. � Comfort Zone

	 6.	 The presenting issue for this individual will be found embed-
ded in the private logic revealed through the lifestyle data. For 
example, unmet expectations for self, life, or others.

		  Myna’s issues: Lost self-esteem, estrangement from family, and 
consequent depression contributing to poor work performance.

		  In Myna’s case, to be at peace, i.e., comfortable within her biased 
apperceptions in Adlerian terms, she would be functioning as 
a caring, competent person and a professional meeting all her 
responsibilities with satisfaction to herself and others. She has 
the intelligence, education, and basic values needed to be success-
ful. However, also embedded within her life convictions are the 
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sources of her discouragement. She is an oldest child with high 
expectations for herself reinforced by “success” at home and school 
throughout her early years. Now she finds that she is cut off from 
all that helped her to be what she is today. Worse yet, she feels no 
peace within her spiritual self from which to draw strength and 
unworthy of even seeking it.

			   Look for metaphors that may help the counselee retain the core 
concepts for future use, e.g., the individual who wants to be like 
Mary Poppins, “almost perfect in every way” (such a burden!) 
If done properly, there will be laughter, good humor, and lots of 
encouragement based upon assets found and the promise of more 
to be developed.

			   Finally, there is a cost for pursuing even the most noble of 
fictive goals, (i.e., to be the “best” or “worst” of anything in life 
requires sacrificing something in the way of time, resources, per-
sonal relationships, personal joy, stress, etc.) Depending upon the 
rapport with the counselee, relevance to the presenting issue, and 
so forth, you may wish to present the dilemma of how getting or 
pursuing what he/she wants has a cost. Metaphors as noted above 
can be very helpful in introducing this dilemma in a meaningful 
and at times even humorous manner.

			   Myna has a “Mary Poppins” persona, a desire to be “almost per-
fect in every way!” When asked, “Could it be that you want to be 
like Mary Poppins—almost perfect in every way?” Myna smiled 
and said, “I never thought of it that way before, but yes, I want 
to be able to do everything well.” And the counselor added, “and 
to have the love, respect, and support of all who are important 
to me.” Myna agreed, still smiling. Naturally, discussion regard-
ing the stress that follows from such high expectations helped 
Myna begin to understand that it is she who is creating these high 
expectations. Equally important, the counselor and Myna had a 
new method of communicating in a shorthand way when Myna 
reverts to her Mary Poppins way of think and behaving.

Follow-Up Interview:	When you present your summary, it should be as 
a dialogue, exploration, and collaboration between you and the counselee, 
not a monologue. Look for the recognition reflex to affirm your hunches, 
and be prepared to invite the counselee to disagree or augment, clarify, 
and illustrate further the meaning, direction, and expectations of the 
themes. Assets should be found in the lifestyle and used to help reframe 
challenges to fictive notions. Both positive and “negative” attributes can be 
reframed as assets; for example, the counselor can reframe excessive atten-
tion to work instead of time with family as one who is overly conscientious 
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and desirous of being a responsible provider (vs. a poor spouse or parent). 
Chapters 5 and 6 provide more about follow-up using lifestyle assessment 
data as one of the methods of intervention. Likewise, Clark’s work (2004) 
about early recollections has excellent practice worksheets, illustrations, 
and a very thorough explanation of the many means for understanding 
and using early recollections in counseling appropriately as one source of 
data and impressions.
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Appendix A: Family Counseling

The following transcript is taken from an interview by the author with a 
family: mother, father, and four children. The oldest child is a girl, Teryl, 
11 years; John, 8; Paul, 3½; and Michael, 2½. Michael has braces on his legs 
because of a birth defect. In this interview, the two youngest were at home 
with colds.

The interview was conducted in the presence of a graduate class of 
approximately 40 persons. This is the first opportunity the parents have 
had to talk with the counselor; therefore, the preliminary remarks help 
serve the purpose of providing an orientation for both the parents and the 
class. After the discussion with the parents, the children were interviewed, 
and then the session concluded with the parents.

Parent Interview

Counselor:  We’re sending around pictures of Mr. and Mrs. F’s youngest 
children because they have the flu today. Mr. and Mrs. F have 
four children. Of the two oldest children, Teryl is 11 and John 
is 8. The other two boys you’ll see in the pictures are Paul and 
Mike. Paul is 3½ and Michael is 2½. He is the fellow with the 
braces.

Now, we want you to be as comfortable with us as we can pos-
sibly make it. These class members are for the most part a group 
of teachers and counselors and a couple of school administrators. 
But, more important, also many parents are here. Our purpose 
in being here is to discover together what others have found to 
be some principles that relate to living together as families, and 
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as groups in classrooms and other social places. We know from 
experience that there’s a great deal that you experience in your 
family that’s just as true in our family. As a matter of fact, as we 
go along, on occasion I’m going to ask these folks how many of 
them have something like this going on in their families, and I 
think you’re going to be surprised to find out you’ve got a lot of 
companions here. Most of the things that we think are hassles 
in our family, other people experience as well. There’s nothing 
terribly unique about it. As a result of that, we can learn a lot 
from each other. We really appreciate the fact that you’re willing 
to come in and talk to us about what’s happening in your family 
because it allows us to learn something about our own. There 
may be some things that these folks might want to know, and I’m 
inviting them to ask questions, although I may censor it and say 
I don’t think it’s going to move us in the direction that we want 
to go; or you may say “I’d just rather not answer that,” or “I don’t 
know,” and that’s perfectly fine. There’s absolutely no expecta-
tion that you talk about anything you don’t want to talk about. 
You may ask them questions if you like. You may say, “Well, 
what would you do about this?” and see what they say. I’ve found 
out already that they’re very willing to correct me! [laugh]

Now, I see here, an oldest child—a girl—and three boys. Ron 
[Father], you did mention that you were having difficulty with 
one of the boys but that didn’t surprise me. It wouldn’t surprise 
this group either, because we have been looking at other families 
and we know that when you have an oldest child who is a girl, she 
tends to get along better with the parents than the second child 
right behind her. Does that tend to be true in your family?

Mother: Y es.
Counselor:  OK. [We got a nice smile there.] Again, I don’t know Teryl, 

but we’ll see if we’re wrong and if we are it’s OK to correct us. 
Teryl’s probably a girl who would be helpful to her mother. 
She won’t always do what you ask her to do, but she will follow 
through and do things more readily than the other children. 
In fact, she’ll try to be a pleaser; she’ll go along with what your 
expectations are, Mother and Father, in terms of how an oldest 
child should be, helping out with the younger children. She will 
probably get along pretty well in school. In fact, she might even 
be a model child in school. She may try very hard to do a good 
job, and if she has difficulty, it will probably be with the second 
boy. That’s where there is likely to be fights, but with the younger 
children she’ll try to help out as much as she can. Now how does 
that sound to you?
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Mother:  Pretty good!
Counselor:  OK. Now, we know one of the children is having some dif-

ficulty with John. It may be that all of them do. In fact, I think 
you’re going to discover that all of them work together to keep 
both of you pretty busy. You’re smiling again. But, in all prob-
ability, John will be the most rebellious and independent. Most 
likely he’ll look at the other side of the coin. If there’s a rule for 
the family, he’ll find an exception to the rule. He’ll try to say it’s 
not fair, that this rule applies to him only in certain situations. 
Does that sound like something John would say?

Father:  Absolutely!
Counselor:  This is not to say that John is what is sometimes called a bad 

child; in fact, we don’t even think about bad kids. We’re thinking 
about kids who experience some discouragement. By discourage-
ment we mean that they feel that life is such that right now they’re 
not getting their way—they think the way things “ought to be.” 
They may feel defeated and become very discouraged. I suspect 
that because you’re in here and interested in talking to us, there 
may not be serious discouragement. You’re probably concerned 
enough to want to try and help out and see that the children are 
given love and attention and care. But, nonetheless, in most fam-
ilies you’ll have one youngster like John who, because the other 
kids seem to be having their way by doing well and helping out, 
chooses to make his place by being troublesome at times.

In the case of Mike, he’s special in a couple of ways. He’s the 
youngest and, because he has [leg] braces, he has some disabil-
ity that requires that he receive special attention. Maybe even at 
birth it was known that he was going to need some special help 
and special attention. You see, he won it right away. Paul gets his 
attention very likely by being cute. He smiles, he’s charming, he 
gets along with just about everybody, and he gets his own way 
pretty well because others will take care of him. Is that what it’s 
like?

Mother: Y es. It seems like you have known them for years!
Counselor:  Well, in a manner of speaking, that’s true. It’s because your 

family is like my family, and it’s like other families here, too. 
I guess one of the important things to realize from this is that 
what works in helping my children may help your children, too.

Mother:  I think the group here knows that we didn’t tell you about the 
children.

Counselor:  I didn’t have any foreknowledge of these kids; I hadn’t met 
them before they came in the door. This is something that is 
not unusual, but it does sometimes surprise people. Some 
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people may think that I’m simply saying this and you’re being 
agreeable because you feel you must be. I think they can see 
the smiles on your faces showing that I’m not putting words in 
your mouth!

Now, knowing that you have a lot in common with others, 
let’s become specific, because frankly, every family is different 
from every other family. Now, that may sound contradictory to 
what I just said, but it’s true. I believe that not one of your chil-
dren is like another, and that you folks aren’t like any of us in 
some respects. We’re each unique. As we talk about your kids, 
I want you to know that we’re going to be trying to understand 
how the kids are unique and how your family is unique. OK?

Father:  OK.
Counselor:  All right. Would you tell me why you choose to come in this 

morning?
Father:  Well, we thought it would be a different type of experience. We’re 

having some problems with John and it has raised some ques-
tions about what we should do; should we encourage him to 
knock somebody’s teeth out; should we encourage him to be a 
tattletale; how should we treat him? We haven’t got any dras-
tic problems, but John gets the idea he wants to run away from 
home once in a while. He had those ideas when he was a year 
and a half old!

Counselor:  Are there some specific behaviors that you can think of, some-
thing that happened recently or persistently that you think you’d 
like to get some help in working with?

Mother:  John? He has been a problem on the bus. I think he’s well con-
trolled in class. Maybe he’s worn out by the time the bus gets 
there. I’m not sure. A while ago there was a little boy whose 
birthday came up and John was very determined that he was 
going to the birthday party. He didn’t have an invitation and 
when it got a little closer we suggested that they call to invite 
John to the party. Well, then, it’s John, you can’t go. Teryl always 
gets to go to parties. Then, John wasn’t going to get on the bus 
at school until the principal assisted him. When he got off the 
bus, he was quite upset and wanted to run away. I said, “Well, 
go ahead. It’s rather cold out.” He packed his suitcase and out 
the door he went. I watched and thought, “I wonder how far he’s 
going to go before I have to get him.” He’s a very strong-willed 
child. He doesn’t like to back down when he’s done something. 
Pretty soon he came back and snuck in the door. When I looked 
out to see which way he went, there he was.
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Counselor:  So now we know for sure that he won’t go too far in his efforts 
to impress you. Let’s see if I can help you by starting with a 
typical day. How do things proceed with breakfast and getting 
dressed and things of that sort?

Mother:  Well, just since last Christmas, I started working at the day 
care center in New Lexington. Ron usually wakes up first 
and tries to get me up. Then he usually gets Michael and Paul 
up. They’re usually awake. It’s just a matter of getting them 
up out of bed and taking them out to the table. Breakfast is 
served—

Counselor:  Excuse me a minute. You said you get Mike and Paul up. Are 
they on a high bed?

Father:  Michael can’t get up by himself. He’s totally paralyzed from the 
waist down. Usually between 5:30 and 6:30 he hollers, “Daddy, 
come and get me, I want my cereal.” And I usually take Paul and 
Michael out, set them up at the table, and give them something 
to eat. Then Pam [Mother] gets up and gets dressed and makes 
her bed. I make a pot of tea and she comes out and has some 
breakfast. Then, about a quarter ’til seven, Teryl and John get up 
before their mother leaves. They come out and although I don’t 
insist that they eat right away, usually by five of seven they’re 
having their breakfast when she’s leaving.

Counselor:  Do they make their breakfast or do you?
Father:  We’re changing that right now. This is a mistake I suppose we’ve 

been making. We have never felt that our kids ought to pour 
their own cereal in the bowl but this is one of the things they’re 
teaching Michael and Paul at school. We’ve cut their meat up 
and put it on the plate and things like this. In the last 2 weeks 
we’ve started to put their meat on their plate, and although they 
didn’t know what to do with it, they’re finding out.

Mother:  It was ridiculous. They were finished eating by the time we were 
starting. We could all be eating together. It really works.

Counselor:  Letting them learn to take care of themselves really works.
Mother:  It does! [Laughter] I’ve learned quite a bit in just a little while at 

the day care. We’ve had an eating problem with Paul. He just 
didn’t want to eat anything at all. He liked snacks but not basic 
good food. And now that he’s serving himself he’s eating real 
well. They have a counselor at school who suggested that we 
don’t make any kind of a fuss if he doesn’t eat. We do brag when 
he’s cleaned his plate. Now that we’re not talking about it, he’s 
eating. So serving themselves has worked.
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Counselor:  If you had come in two months ago before you had this experi-
ence and I had said this to you, I think you would probably have 
thought I was out of my head. Right?

Mother:  Well, that was my first reaction. I thought, “They just can’t do it. 
They’re too little.” But they can!

Counselor:  Sure. They can do a lot more than you realize. When Paul 
wanted his food differently, he was getting attention and a 
special service. The youngest children generally know how 
to press other people into their service. While John feels it’s 
hopeless and he can’t get what he wants, Paul’s convinced he 
can get everything. All he has to do is want it and it will be 
taken care of. [Mother smiles and nods in agreement.] On 
the other hand, they can now learn the satisfaction of being 
able to care for themselves. But it does require that you work 
with them early. Now what I’d like to suggest is that when you 
see the youngsters doing something that is showing progress 
toward taking care of themselves, self-reliance, more inde-
pendence, more responsibility, and so forth, think not so 
much about how they’re doing as about what they’re doing. 
If you can just make that distinction, not how they’re doing 
but what they’re doing, and say, for example, to Paul when 
he’s just finished eating, “My goodness, you must have really 
enjoyed what you ate,” rather than “Oh, I see you ate every-
thing on your plate.” There is a difference because the process 
of eating can give you a great deal of enjoyment and satisfac-
tion; you like what you eat and feel some satisfaction upon 
eating a good meal.

The reason for this is it avoids the chance that kids will com-
pare themselves. You know, Teryl didn’t finish, John didn’t finish, 
I finished; therefore, I did better. You don’t want to encourage 
the competition between kids. So if you simply say, “Hey you 
really seem to have gotten enjoyment out of eating that meal,” 
or when they bring a report card home, “You seem to like your 
reading better than you do your math,” emphasizing the areas in 
which they have the strengths; or saying, “Maybe you would like 
some help with this or that.” And, “What has the teacher said 
about these other areas?” or “Do you have any concern about 
it?” You’ll find that by not being terribly impressed by grades, 
they’ll do as well as they can with proper encouragement.

Mother:  Teryl is an all-A student. She does quite well without an effort. It’s 
really disgusting! [Laughs] She doesn’t work up to her capacity 
and she’s still getting straight A’s. She isn’t, she isn’t …

Counselor:  Challenged?
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Mother: R ight, she can do it without an effort, and I’m afraid it’s going to 
make her not work quite as hard as she really could. I think this 
is another conflict for John because he does have a harder time 
with his lessons. It is work for him to get the grades that he gets, 
and he sees she can do nothing and get good grades.

Counselor:  Just another confirmation that life is unfair. [Mother murmur-
ing assent.] “Look how hard I have to work.” I would like to say 
that I’m not so concerned and this may influence what I say to 
you about trying to get Teryl working harder.

Let’s go back to breakfast. So we’ve got Paul who had some-
thing of an eating problem, but now he’s taking care of him-
self and the whole eating pattern for the family is beginning to 
change and get better.

Father: R ight. Then following breakfast, Pam has gone off to work, and 
Teryl and John are usually dressed by 7:30, and they have had 
their breakfast. Then Teryl usually goes and makes her bed. 
John is beginning to make his bed and get it done. Then he goes 
on to Paul and Michael’s beds and usually makes them.

Mother:  Teryl practices her piano usually in the morning before she goes 
to school.

Father: R ight. She practices her piano between 8:30 and 9:00 when I’m not 
there to see whether it’s happening or not. I think it’s happening.

Counselor: N ow one thing here, Ron. You’re at home with the kids. Pam, 
you’ve gone off to work. Michael and Paul are still there?

Mother: N o, they go with me.
Counselor:  In terms of Teryl and John getting dressed, do you have to 

remind them about that?
Father: N o, I don’t think there’s much of a problem there.
Mother:  They’ve dressed themselves for quite some time. Usually we have 

to remind John to comb his hair..
Father:  He combs his hair, but not good enough. Or he comes out with a 

short-sleeved shirt in zero weather.
Counselor:  Isn’t that beautiful, he just leaves a bit of something, just one 

little thing so you have to be sure to remind him about it.
Mother:  Thursday they went on a field trip and it was really surprising. He 

came out and he had every hair right where it belonged. So he 
can do it.

Counselor: Y es, he knows how to do it.
Father:  Usually I leave for work about 8:00 and leave Teryl and John home 

for an hour by themselves. They’ve done real well. There have 
been no problems there. Teryl usually packs her lunch in the 
morning while John makes the other two beds. She does that 
on her own.
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Counselor:  And John?
Father:  Well, she fixes John’s also. John has some trash to take out. There’s 

usually a couple of diapers from Michael that he takes out and 
puts in the trash for me.

Counselor: N ow, he does this without you telling him?
Father: N o sir! [Laughter]
Counselor:  I’d have been surprised if you’d have said yes.
Student:  Dr. Sweeney, I have a question. [To Mother] When you decided 

to go to work, did you talk this over with the two older children 
and decide what they would do differently in order for you to 
work? Or was this just a decision made between you and your 
husband? Were the children involved in it?

Mother:  Somewhat, yes, I told them that I had an opportunity to go to 
work and that they were going to have to accept certain respon-
sibilities. We didn’t sit down and say, “We’re going to have a dis-
cussion about going to work.”

Father:  I don’t know that there was much discussion between Pam and 
me. I wasn’t too sure I could agree with it in the beginning, but 
it hasn’t been bad leaving the children by themselves.

Mother:  He obviously doesn’t want me to work.
Father:  I wasn’t against her going to work; I just wasn’t sure what it would 

do to the family relationships. We have so many commitments 
with Michael. What happens if the kids get sick? It’s working 
out though. I guess they understand at the day care because they 
work with children. John and Teryl watch Lassie in the morn-
ing on television. I’m so drastically against TV, but I do let them 
watch Lassie in the morning. When Lassie goes off they have to 
turn the TV off and come back upstairs. I would say that TV is 
John’s No. 1 love. He does enjoy it and this is what we pull away 
from him as his main punishment. I think this hurts him worse 
than anything that we could do. They turn off the TV at 8:30 
and the bus comes at ten after nine.

Counselor:  OK, so they’re off to school by now, and you’re off to work. 
Who comes home first and what happens then?

Mother:  I do. I’m home by four before Teryl and John get home. They 
come home from school at about 10 after four, and come in and 
have a snack and watch TV in the afternoon. Then we usually 
have dinner around six.

Counselor:  Are there any fights between home time and dinnertime?
Mother: N ot usually. It’s usually pretty quiet. There are certain programs 

they like to watch on TV and they’ll go down and watch those. 
Paul’s beginning to watch some program. There for a while he 
would go down and stand in front of the TV to see if John would 
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yell. But he’s beginning to watch, too. We have a large basement 
and they have their riding toys. They play on their toys usually 
until dinnertime. Teryl doesn’t watch too much TV; she likes to 
read quite well. She has Scouts one day a week. We usually have 
dinner about six.

Counselor:  Is it pretty quiet at dinnertime?
Father:  The children want to talk.
Mother:  It’s more of a …
Father:  … complete runaway during dinner. They want to relate every-

thing. John wants to tell you everything he’s seen on TV.
Mother:  I’ve had to tell him, “If I wanted to see what the program was I’d 

be down there sitting with you. I don’t want to hear it.” And so 
we hear it all the more.

Counselor:  Excuse me. Isn’t it interesting. Dad hates that TV and what’s 
John wants to talk about? [Laughter] So at suppertime the TV 
talk is a nuisance. How do you usually handle that?

Father:  Well, it’s not always TV. John talks about everything.
Mother:  Everything that has gone on through the day. It’s like a compet-

ing thing. Paul may be talking and John interrupts because 
he’s got something really important he has to say. And then 
Paul talks a little bit louder so that he can get in what he wants 
to say.

Father:  Teryl is challenging, also, at this time.
Mother:  It goes back and forth between each of them—talking about noth-

ing important, just babbling to hear themselves.
Counselor:  Is that enough of a problem that you’d like to change it?
Father:  I don’t know. We’ve been trying to listen a little bit to what they’re 

saying but it’s difficult to know what’s important to an 8-year-
old. We try to listen to part of it and try to stop them enough so 
they have time to eat their dinner.

Mother:  This is the thing that has really caused most problems. They have 
so much to say that they don’t eat.

Counselor:  So what do you do?
Mother:  Just say, “Well, why don’t you eat your dinner,” and “We’ll talk 

about it later.”
Counselor:  What are you doing while all this is going on?
Mother:  Usually we have dinner when Ron comes home, so there’s talking 

that we would like to do. I think they realize this, and I think 
maybe this is the reason why they’re talking.

Counselor:  Everybody wants to talk at the same time and they know that 
you two want to talk. Would you like to know some things to do 
about that?

Mother: R ight.
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Counselor:  OK. Let’s move on and finish the day and we’ll come back to 
this talking at the table. I don’t want to flood you with too many 
things. Actually, we just want to come back to one or two. There 
are a few situations that you’ve mentioned that you said you’d 
like some help with. One is how to handle the fights. You’ve 
mentioned that all the kids are in the fights. Paul’s bedtime. 
Talking at the table. Can you think of any others that stand out 
in your mind that you especially want to work on?

Mother:  Teryl just the last little while has been putting off bedtime with 
her reading. Is there a way that we can work around this, or 
should we just say, “This is the time that you’re supposed to go 
to bed. Whatever you’re doing has to be stopped.” Or should we 
allow her more time? Maybe she’s not requiring as much sleep.

Counselor:  I suspect that the answer that I might give you would not be 
acceptable, but let me suggest this. You might consider finding 
out what time the kids think they should go to bed. In other 
words, ask them what time they should be in bed at night. 
I mean, “What time do you feel that you should be in bed at 
night? Is that an agreeable time?” And, once they know the time, 
then you really shouldn’t have to talk about it any further. Now 
the younger children won’t know how to tell time but they’ll 
know by the routine what time to go to bed. I think we can ask 
Teryl what time she thinks she should be in bed, and then she 
is responsible for it. One of the mistakes that we often make is 
that bedtime becomes a big struggle with some families. If it’s 
an occasional problem, I don’t think I would make much of it. 
Can she read in her own room?

Mother: Y es.
Counselor:  I think if she goes to her own room and reads, she’s the one 

who’s going to be tired the next day. I just wouldn’t make too 
much of it. Do they have their own alarm clock?

Mother: N o. Well, built in. There’s not an oversleeping problem.
Counselor:  Well, I thought if they had a clock they would know the time.
Mother:  She has a clock radio in her room but she doesn’t use it for that 

purpose.
Counselor: Y ou’re most fortunate that they get themselves up. With many 

families that’s where we start—with an alarm clock.
Well, let’s focus then for the moment on the fighting and the 

table talk, because these seem to be two big items. With regard 
to the fighting, you need to appreciate, first of all, that the fight-
ing is done for your benefit. And, because it is solely for your 
benefit, you’ve got to get yourself out of the situation. Now, one 
of the things that’s recommended is that, for example, you go 



Appendix A: Family Counseling  •  361

to the bathroom. If you’re home alone and the kids are fighting, 
go to the bathroom, have a magazine, have a transistor radio, 
and just be oblivious of what’s going on. You don’t want to say 
anything about it.

Now, that may sound like it’s going to be very difficult and 
it may well be, until you understand they’re fighting for your 
benefit. Now, I’m going to tell the kids this. We’re going to talk 
about how they are all conspiring together, and how Teryl will 
allow certain things to happen so that she’ll come out looking 
good; how Paul will have the satisfaction of knowing John got 
in trouble; and how Mike stands by enjoying the whole free-for-
all. So, you want to remove yourself from that situation. Now, if 
this happens, for example, at a time when you’re watching your 
favorite TV program, then everybody goes to their room and 
they can fight all they want to until they’re ready to come back, 
either individually or in a group. Now, in mind of the fact that 
you’re really not that keen about TV anyway, I could see how 
you could very well turn off the TV and when the kids have left, 
talk or read or do whatever you choose to. If it’s a program that 
you want to watch, or if you are where you need to be, then it’s 
for them to remove themselves physically. Now, what I’m saying 
is, the kids know that it bugs you. You may have to talk about 
this together.

From what we’ve heard so far, the fighting probably won’t hap-
pen when you are there by yourself, Pam, so the bathroom tech-
nique may not need to be used. But it may happen when you’ve 
all had supper and both of you have sat down to watch TV, read 
the paper, or do whatever you do. They may start their fussing 
and fighting, but we’ve set a new rule in the family: “When you 
fight it takes place in your room, not in our room. The TV room 
is our room and we’re not involved in fights, so you must leave 
the room. When you’re ready to come back you can.” Well, who 
wants to fight if nobody’s going to pay attention?

Mother:  I do the books for a company, and I’ve been doing this in the base-
ment. The table’s separate from the TV room but usually when 
I go down there, the children are right there. This is upsetting 
and I think they could play there when I’m not there. Yesterday, 
I had gone down and finished my work. They were playing and 
didn’t upset me, but when I went upstairs to do something every 
one of them, Michael included, trooped up. I thought, “Gee, I’m 
being followed.” How would you combat that?

Counselor:  Which part? The part about going—
Mother:  All of it.
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Father:  Ignore them again?
Counselor:  Well, have you gone into an area where they usually play in 

order to do your work? Is that what you’re saying?
Father:  Well, yes, that’s usually their playroom. But they don’t go down 

there to play unless she’s down there.
Counselor:  OK, so they wait until you’re there to hassle you. It may be that 

if the rule applies to everybody, maybe you need to find a space 
where you’re not where they are. The kitchen might be a better 
place to do your work. Could that be?

Mother: N o, I think they would be in the kitchen.
Counselor:  Well, no. They can’t have it both ways. See, I can ask them a 

question: “Where should you be when your mother has her work 
to do?” and let them decide where they should be.

Mother:  OK, I see what you’re saying.
Counselor:  They can’t have it both ways, so what I can do is help you find 

a place where they won’t bother you.
Mother:  OK.
Father:  About this squabbling situation, Paul just teases John enough that 

John hits him on the back or pats him a little hard. I don’t think 
he ever hurts him. You say ignore them, but Paul, you don’t 
ignore him. He comes and climbs up or stands up on top of me 
or bangs into me to make sure I know that he’s crying.

Counselor:  Paul comes to you?
Father: R ight.
Counselor:  So you go to the bathroom or your bedroom. Even children 

understand the bathroom is a place where you get privacy. It’s 
sacred.

Father: N ot at our house.
Counselor:  Well, it is when the door is closed and locked. The same 

thing can be true of your bedroom. If both of you want to go, 
then you can go in the bedroom and lock the door, put your 
music on, and do your work or read your books or whatever. 
Now many parents have images of being locked in a room for 
hours. It doesn’t happen and it requires confidence. Now, if you 
don’t want to do this, that’s fine. Just let us know right from the 
beginning that you don’t see yourself doing that. Then we won’t 
work on that.

Father:  Mmm.
Mother:  We can try.
Counselor:  It will be important to be consistent, because most parents find 

it will take one or two times. We’ve had kids who stop and say, 
“Don’t go in the bathroom.” [Laughter] It really happens.

Mother:  Even at the dinner table, if they’re squabbling, you’re saying—
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Counselor:  Oh no, at table time we’ve got another suggestion.
Father:  I think I’m not so concerned about feeling locked in my room all the 

time, but I feel that I ought to be accessible to those kids at any sec-
ond that I’m there. It would hurt me that they couldn’t get to me.

Counselor:  We’ve got the “good father” here. “At any moment they may 
need me.”

Father:  We’ve never shut ourselves out from them when we’re there and 
no matter where we are, they know they can come to us.

Counselor: Y ou’re not shutting yourselves out except to the extent that 
they want you to be shut out. That’s the message. They decide. 
All we’re trying to do is win their cooperation. They’ve decided 
they’re going to throw a fit in order to get your attention and 
you’ve said, “You can get my attention in other ways. This way 
I won’t let you have it.” And you just withdraw. As soon as they 
stop the noise, and stop making the cries and so forth, you can 
go back out. You’ve seen cartoons I’m sure where kids walk 
blocks to get home to be able to cry and complain about what 
happened at the playground. They can wait that long. They can 
turn it on and off just as … we call it “water power.” It’s a way of 
managing other people. So, how do you feel about this now? If 
you’re uncomfortable with it, it’s OK.

Father: N ow I am, but I’ll try it and see.
Counselor:  Okay, let’s take a little break and then I’ll talk with the 

children.

Children Interview

Counselor: N ow, do you know why you came down today?
Teryl:  [Murmurs] “No.”
Counselor: Y ou have no idea at all?
Teryl: N ot really.
Counselor:  Do you want to guess? [Silence]

What about you, John, would you like to guess? You don’t 
want to guess at all. Well, your parents have some situations 
at home that they’re not real sure how to handle. They think 
that the situations that deal with you kids fighting, for example, 
they’re not sure how to handle. So they don’t know what to do 
with you kids. How about that?

[Silence]
Do you know what to do with your Mom and Dad? [Some non-

verbal response] Ah, I think I know better than that, John. OK. 
Well, what are some things that you consider to be kind of a hassle 
at home? Do you have any problems that you can think of?
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John:  Brothers bugging you when you don’t want bugged.
Counselor:  OK, brothers bug you. All the brothers? One more than the 

other?
John:  Mostly the middle one.
Counselor:  Mostly the middle one.
John: Y eah, Paul.
Counselor:  Is that Paul? OK, Paul wants to get your attention a lot, huh?
John:  He takes things away from me.
Counselor:  OK, so Paul takes things that you want to play with and that 

bugs you. Any other kinds of things?
John:  He bites.
Counselor:  He bites you, too? Uh, hmm. Does he bite hard?
Teryl: Y es.
Counselor:  Does he bite you, too? … Not so much I think. I think he bites 

John more. Right? Yeah, OK. You guys, do you have fights in the 
family? So you agree with your mom and dad, hmm? How many 
times a day do you fight?

Teryl:  At least once every day.
Counselor:  At least once a day. John doesn’t think so. Is that right John? 

Does once a day sound right?
John:  Maybe.
Counselor: Y eah, maybe. You’re trying to think back on how many times 

you get bit, I think. You don’t always get bit, but there are some 
hassles. About one a day. What happens when you have a fight? 
Can you describe a fight that’s just gone on recently?

Teryl:  One wants to watch one TV program, and the other wants to 
watch another.

Counselor:  OK. So then what happens?
John:  We get to arguing, and finally one walks off and lets the other 

watch it. Then the other turns it to the channel the other one 
wants to watch.

Counselor:  Ah ha, so when one guy walks off then another guy enters the 
fight. He’ll come in and change—

Teryl: N o, the guy that you were fighting with will change the channel to 
the one you wanted to watch.

Counselor:  Oh, I see. OK so you resolve that yourself then, huh? OK. 
Do you have any fights where you don’t resolve it yourself? 
[Nods, yes] OK, what happens? Can you think of a fight like 
that? Something that maybe’s happened recently?

Teryl: Y ou can get sent to your room.
Counselor:  OK. Oh, you can get sent to your room. Who sends you to 

your room?
Both:  Usually our mother.
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Counselor:  Oh, I see. Is Mom generally the one who comes in and helps 
with the fight?

Teryl:  Hmm, not al … No.
Counselor: N ot always.
John: N ot usually.
Counselor: N ot usually.
John:  Paul fights the most.
Teryl: Y eah, he comes in and decides to fight.
John:  He comes in and he’ll knock me down onto the floor and start wres-

tling me.
Counselor:  Paul comes in. Now let’s see, Paul is what, he’s 3½. Is that 

right?
Teryl & John:  Hm, hmm.
Counselor:  Paul comes in and knocks down … and you’re about 8?
John:  Hm, hmm.
Counselor:  He knocks you down, and beats you up.
Teryl: R eally, John lets him knock him down.
Counselor:  Oh, I see. Is that right, John?
John: N o.
Teryl:  I think he really likes to fight with Paul though.
Counselor:  Uh, huh. What do you think, John? [Laughter] John’s smiling 

again. I think you like to fight, John. Sometimes, hmm?
John: N ot really.
Counselor:  OK. All right. So sometimes when you have your fights, your 

mother or maybe your father more often, comes in on a white 
horse and like the Lone Ranger saves you? What does he do?

Teryl:  Gets mad.
Counselor:  Does he get mad?
Teryl:  Sometimes.
Counselor:  Uh, hmm. So, it really bugs Mom and Dad when you guys 

get into a fight then. Uh, hmm. Why do you think you get into 
fights?

Teryl:  Hmm? [Murmurs “I don’t know.”]
Counselor:  Don’t know why? What purpose would be served by it?
John:  If I want to watch a different cartoon than she wants to watch, she 

will end up flipping the channels ’til we finally decide on one.
Counselor:  Uh, hmm. But when you don’t flip the channels and find one?
Teryl:  We get in a fight.
Counselor:  Uh, hmm. Do you want to know what I think? … Well, you 

said yes, John said no. I guess I have a choice. Do I have a choice? 
I think, John, that you like to get in a fight because it gets your 
mom and dad involved. I think it keeps them busy with you. 
Could that be?
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[Silence]
Teryl thinks “maybe, yes.” What about you John?

John:  I agree with her.
Counselor: Y ou’ll agree with her; you won’t agree with me though, 

right? So fights are very often to keep Papa and Mama busy. 
You know what I’ve suggested to your mom and dad? I’ve sug-
gested that they not get involved in your fights. What do you 
think about that?

John:  I think that’s better.
Counselor: Y ou think that’s better. I don’t really think you’ll like that, John. 

If Mom and Dad don’t enter into your fights, you won’t have any-
body to bother with you. Oh, you think Teryl will? Teryl, are you 
going to come in on your white horse and save the day? [Nods 
no!] Teryl says she’s not going to do it, John. How about that?

John:  Well, she’ll … I don’t think she’ll give up the minute I hit her.
Counselor:  Oh, you’re going to hit her, is that it? Well, Teryl …
John:  We always get hitting each other.
Counselor:  Well, let me tell you what I’ve suggested to your mom and dad 

and maybe Teryl might do this too. I’ve suggested to your Mom 
and Dad that if you guys are downstairs and you’re into your 
own fight that they just closet themselves away somewhere, or 
do something that they want to that takes them completely out 
of the noise range, and completely out of any being bothered by 
it all. They won’t even know you’re fighting. They won’t even be 
concerned about it.

John:  They won’t even hear it. I know how they’ll do it. They’ll run the 
vacuum. It makes too much noise.

Counselor:  Oh? They’ll run the vacuum and ignore whatever it happens to 
be. There will be no reason to come in and get involved in your 
fights. I don’t think you’re going to like that John. What do you 
think?

[Silence]
Not so sure. No. You see, John, there are a lot of things that 

go on that are to get your folks involved, but from now on they 
won’t. They’ll let you kids take care of it yourselves.

OK, one other thing that Mom and Dad talked with us about 
is the fact that dinnertime sometimes gets to be kind of a hassle. 
Everybody wants to talk at the same time. Is that true?

Teryl:  Hmmm.
Counselor:  Well, I suggested maybe there’d be a new rule at dinnertime. 

The new rule is that everybody will get a chance to talk, one at 
a time. And if somebody wants to talk and get loud, and begin 
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making it difficult for everyone else to be able to eat and enjoy 
dinner, then they leave the table until they’re able to come back 
and join in with the rest of the family.

John:  My mom and dad already know that.
Counselor:  Do they already know that? Do they tell you to leave the 

table, John.
John:  Uh, hmm.
Counselor:  OK. Can you come back to the table when you want to?
John:  Hmm?
Counselor: K ind of. OK. Well, we’re just clarifying that so you know that 

when you leave you can come back. Now, this applies to Mike 
and to Paul also. There is one other thing that maybe you can 
help with. That could be true of any of these things by the way. 
If you see some things you’d like to see handled a little differ-
ently, we would like your suggestions. Mother reports that she 
has work to do at home, and her place to do it so far has been 
down in the TV room where you kids play very often. She said 
sometimes it’s difficult to work because she wants to work when 
you kids are down there playing.

John:  Maybe we could go in and watch TV while she’s working, and not 
get on the toys that make a racket.

Counselor:  OK. Now is the TV in the same room where she works?
Teryl: N o.
Counselor:  Oh, it’s in another room. OK. The toys are in that room?
Teryl: N o.
John:  The toys are in the room where the TV is.
Teryl:  They end up in the other room though.
Counselor:  Oh, I see. They end up in the other room where she needs to 

work, and that becomes a part of the problem then. I didn’t 
understand that. Well, let’s see if I understand now, John. 
I understand you’re saying that maybe when Mother has to work, 
you kids will watch the TV quietly and not play with any toys 
that would be noisy. Does that sound like it would be possible?

Teryl:  It would be a little hard.
Counselor:  And how would that be hard, Teryl?
Teryl:  Paul and Michael.
Counselor: Y ou don’t think they would go along with this rule?
John: Y es, but there’s another problem with the TV. When Mom types it 

messes up the TV and it makes a racket.
Counselor:  Oh, I see. So when she’s running the typewriter it interferes 

with the TV. Could it maybe be that you kids could go outside 
or go up to your bedrooms, or play someplace else besides down 
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there while she’s working? Would that be a reasonable solution 
to suggest?

John: Y es, but I don’t think Paul and Michael would.
Counselor: Y ou don’t think they’ll go along with that?
John:  Um, nah.
Teryl:  They might.
Counselor:  They might, though. Maybe the family could sit down and talk to 

the boys and see how they feel about that? I guess you two would 
have a chance to show them how to do it. That way they could learn 
how from you guys. Do you think so? [They nod, yes.] Well, I’ll tell 
you what, John. I’ll tell your mother what you’ve suggested. It seems 
like Teryl’s agreeing. Maybe you can talk as a family with Mike and 
Paul when you get home and see what they think about that.

Are there any things that you would like help with? Is there 
something that’s going on at home, or some things that Mom 
and Dad do that you wish they didn’t do. [Silence] Nothing? 
John, what about you? … OK. Well, I get the feeling that you 
really have a nice family, that your Mom and Dad really care 
a lot about you. They pointed out some things that I was really 
pleased to hear; for example, that Teryl helps to make John’s 
lunch in the morning, and that John takes out the trash. We 
really need to do these kinds of things for each other in a family. 
One of the things that I suggested to your mom and dad is that 
a couple of times a week you kids all plan together with your 
mom and dad what you can do to have a good time together as 
a family. Maybe you will choose someplace to go, or a game to 
play, or some way to have a good time together. Would you like 
that? Do you think Mike and Paul would? [They nod, yes.] We 
want to include them.

You really have folks who care a lot about you kids. They want 
to have you grown up being able to take care of life and take 
care of yourself. I have a feeling they’re going to be doing every-
thing they can to help you find ways that you can deal with your 
life situations and have a good time. They’re going to be look-
ing for you to give them some ideas to help them out, and it’s 
going to be important that you talk to them about it. Now, this 
thing about fights and talking at the table. It’s simply a matter 
that if we’re going to live together we need to find ways to do it 
so that we’re not hassled. So, they don’t bug you and you don’t 
bug them. Do you think this conference has been helpful? [Both 
smile and nod, yes.]
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Parent Interview Resumed

Counselor:  About the fighting thing, Teryl and John didn’t really like the 
idea that you wouldn’t get into it. You may be surprised to know 
that John knows that you run the vacuum when you don’t want 
to hear him.

Mother:  Gee!
Counselor:  Well, he knows that. He said, “She’ll run the vacuum and 

then she won’t know we’re fighting.” So he already understood. 
I think I’ve said to you before that kids sometimes know how 
many times they have to be called, and so forth. They know also 
how you’re likely to respond.

Student:  Is it a coincidence that you’re busy and you run the vacuum 
cleaner or do you really turn it on to drown out the noise?

Mother:  Oh, I don’t think I ever have!
Counselor:  Well, it’s occurred to him that you have. In his mind he wanted 

you to come in and save him, and you were busy with that darn 
vacuum. He was not too keen about the idea that you’re not 
going to come in on your white horse and save him. What he 
said was that Teryl would do it. Well, of course Teryl’s hearing 
everything we’re saying. Being a good surrogate momma, she 
will probably pick up on this, and if she doesn’t, then you can 
point this out to her the next time.

About the table talk, they said that you’ve already done this, 
probably with the one difference that when they left the table 
maybe they could come back, but not always. Now, if someone 
leaves the table and doesn’t come back, you clean up and put 
away the food. One of the outcomes is that someone misses sup-
per so there’s some motivation for wanting to come back and fit 
in. You want to take advantage of that by not leaving the food so 
that they get to eat some more later. Follow me? In other words, 
if they act up at the table, you say, “Hey, if you’re going to be that 
way, you know the rule.” Now, on some occasions, especially 
with the little people if they’re into a power kind of thing, you 
may actually have to remove them. That’s unusual, and I don’t 
think you’ll have to do it with your kids. So don’t do that first. 
First is simply, “Hey, you know the rule. Leave. When you’re 
ready to come back you may.” Now if they leave the table and 
dillydally, and you leave the food, you’ve made it easy for them 
not to experience the full consequences. It’s not punishment. 
It’s just what happens when dinner’s done. We clean up. Now, 
I didn’t say anything about the cleaning up yet. I think that if 
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you make straightening up after dinner a fun thing to do, they’ll 
swing right into it. They really care for each other, and they like 
you. It’s obvious they really don’t want to hassle you too much, 
just a little bit. So, it’s really a low level of hassling that you’ve 
got. That’s really a good sign. It’s going to be very easy to deal 
with these things.

Now, the question about mother working, where could 
she be, where could they be. I think they concluded that 
they couldn’t be downstairs while you’re working because 
the TV gets interference from the typewriter, and the other 
boys wouldn’t go along. That part they really shared in most. 
If you talk with them a little further about it you may find 
other alternatives, but allow them to help decide where they 
can be while you’re working. The point is, Mom has to have 
time to be able to get her work done so that she can cook the 
supper, so that she can have time to play with them, and so 
that you can have time to be together. And I did mention to 
them that I had also suggested that you plan one or two times 
a week when you’re going to play together. It may be Sunday 
after church, or Friday night when everybody’s at home and 
the work is behind you. Whatever is a mutually good time for 
all of you. They liked that. They felt good about that, and that’s 
very promising.

[The parents responded with comfort in the recommenda-
tions and pleasure with what they learned.]

Note: Subsequent interviews involved the younger children. The youngest 
boy’s solicitation of special service was quickly identified and corrective 
recommendations implemented. Parents and children alike reported fewer 
“fights” and greater cooperation on helping Mom get her work done, and 
the parents found playtime with the children a good time investment with 
fewer hassles.
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Appendix B: Family Council

What follows are excerpts from the actual transcript of the first family 
council meeting of the author’s family. Besides the mother and father, there 
are three children. The oldest daughter (Elizabeth Rose) was almost 9 years 
old, the second daughter (Ann) was 7, and the youngest (Tom) was 3. This 
session was videotaped in the home.

The oldest daughter is about to leave on her first Girl Scout camp adven-
ture for 1 week. At one point in the meeting, she gives an indication of 
being uncomfortable with leaving, but it is more nonverbal than verbal. 
The reader will note the youngest child (son) leaves the group periodically, 
makes faces at the camera, and finally evokes a response from the middle 
child (second daughter), who responds in a characteristic way. Even the 
transcript reveals how skillfully the youngest gained attention.

This was a first and by no means model family meeting. As relative neo-
phytes to the Adlerian approach, the mother was reading the section on 
family meetings in Dreikurs’ Children the Challenge while the father was 
giving the children an introduction to the purpose of the meeting. Note 
that the oldest daughter catches on quickly to the equalitarian concept and 
starts in on “new rules” just for Dad! The second daughter is a willing, if 
not enthusiastic, participant.

For families who regularly talk over events and problems during the 
course of a week, a meeting such as this one is probably rarely if ever needed. 
On the other hand, for the family where members tend to see each other 
rarely altogether, the family meeting has merit. Although the recommenda-
tion is that a time be adhered to regularly, I suggest that once everyone learns 
how to participate in a meeting, these skills carry over and can be called on 
even on an irregular meeting time basis (i.e., meeting occasionally).
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Father:  Do you remember us talking about a family council before?
Children: Y es.
Father:  Well, I wanted to do this now because I was hoping that before you 

got away, Elizabeth Rose, we would be able to talk about it and 
get out of the way whatever things we needed to so that the next 
time you came home, we’ll be able to meet again. Your mother’s 
still reading the book now and trying to find out something 
about … What are you laughing about?

Mother:  I’m just laughing because I’m reading here—this is the way to do 
it. Read the directions as you “fly the plane”! [Laugh]

Father:  Got to find out what you’re supposed to do. [Laugh]
Mother: Y eah.
Father:  Well, you know Mom and I have attended discussion groups 

where we’ve been talking about how to rear children and also 
how to have a better family. A lot of the things that we’ve done, 
and still do for that matter, we feel are not good for you children 
or us. So we’re trying to find better ways to do it and we think 
that the best way to do it is for you to help us. Now one of the 
things that is really important is for us to learn how to treat you 
as equals, like real people, and also how to, for us as a family, to 
work together cooperatively. You know I’ve said a lot of times, 
you’ve got to cooperate. We have always felt as though we have 
a good family, we’ve always been happy, but we do have prob-
lems at times and you have problems with us. [Children nod in 
agreement.] So, if we get together at a fixed time when we agree 
say every week, then anybody who’s got something they want to 
talk over with the whole family, knows that they’ll be able to do 
it at that time.

One of the things we need to do is to learn how to listen to 
each other and for Mom and Dad not to talk so much. We should 
listen. The only reason I’m talking so much today is because I 
feel I need to tell you about the meetings to help us get started.

One of the things they say is really important is everybody 
has an equal vote. I thought one of the ways we could show 
that, just to show that we’re all equals, I have these five pieces 
of paper and they are all the same size. Just for fun we can start 
by putting your name on one, Elizabeth, put your name on one, 
Tom, Ann’s name on one, put Mother’s name on one, and I’ve 
got one. Now, if there’s anything that we need to vote on or that 
would be helpful to vote on, then we all have the same vote. In 
other words, oldest daughter’s, second daughter’s, and son’s, and 
Mother’s, and mine, are all the same.
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From what I can tell from people who have done this kind of 
thing before, it is important that we not use this as a gripe session 
alone. It isn’t for me and Mother to tell you girls what you’re doing 
wrong. It’s just a good time for us to sit down and talk to find out 
how each other’s doing and things that are on our minds.

Oldest Daughter:  And what’s going on.
Father: R ight. And if somebody’s not cooperating in the family, we can 

talk about that. One of the things that we can do is talk about 
it and decide what might be the best solution for us as we see it. 
Not as I see it or as Mother sees it.

Second Daughter:  I don’t get the voting.
Father: Y ou don’t understand the voting?
Second Daughter: N o.
Father:  What would we vote about? Is that what you mean?

Note: Dreikurs in his works later concluded that voting is not conducive 
to the spirit of cooperation desired. There always tend to be winners and 
losers. The author now recommends efforts toward consensus as much as 
possible.

Second Daughter: N o. I don’t understand how you do it.
Father:  Well, let’s pretend for a moment that we all felt that the dishes 

ought to be cleaned up, or that there ought to be a time when 
we all get together. Let’s try one for real right now. I know that 
I keep real bad hours in terms of work and things I do. I can’t 
always be depended upon to be at home. I’d like to be here. How 
would you feel about meeting on Sunday mornings?

Oldest Daughter:  Don’t we always?
Father:  Well, I mean that would be the time that we would meet for our 

council. This is generally when I’m home. I go to church with the 
family, whether it’s morning or evening, but we agree that we 
meet on a Sunday, probably on Sunday morning after breakfast.

Mother:  Instead of just sitting around the house, we would make it a point 
to sit down together and talk together and we would call it our 
council. We would call it our family council time, even though 
you are right, we are always all here on Sunday morning.

Second Daughter:  Almost.
Mother:  Well, yeah. Usually, we’re all here, but we’re all doing something 

else. You’re watching TV, he’s reading the paper, and Tom’s play-
ing so we would make—

Son:  Will we be taping next time?
Father:  Maybe, maybe we will. Now, if you don’t like the taping, we can 

always stop. We don’t have to do that.
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Children: N o, no I don’t care …
Father:  Well, is Sunday OK with you girls?
Both Daughters:  Uh huh, yeah.
Mother:  Then we need to vote on it to make sure.
Father: R ight. All right, everybody who’s in favor of meeting on Sunday 

put your hand up. All agreed?
Mother:  Four in favor and one abstaining. [Son had left the group.] You’ve 

come back. Maybe we ought to ask him.
Father:  All right. Son, do you, would you like to meet on Sundays like 

we’re meeting today? Would this be an OK day for you?
Mother:  OK, that’s your vote. You can put it down on the table.
Father: Y ours is just as good as everybody else’s. Now do you understand? 

Sometimes we may not want to just vote, we may say that we 
agree, and that constitutes a vote. I guess when it would be criti-
cal would be when we didn’t agree; then we would vote. When 
we vote, if three people say it ought to be one way and two say it 
ought to be another way, the three would have the say as to how 
it should be.

And if we make mistakes, that’s OK. In other words, if we 
decide to do something and find out in between times it is not 
such a good idea, at the next family meeting, the next Sunday, 
we can talk about it and change our decision.

Mother:  It doesn’t have to stay.
Father: R ight, but during that week we decided to do something, we’ll 

have to try the best we can, and—
Second Daughter:  But how long will we meet? We won’t have time.
Father:  Do you think it best, that there be a time that would be better to 

do it than mornings?
Second Daughter:  What times does everybody get up?
Oldest Daughter:  That’s a good question.
Second Daughter:  Because when there’s some that get up at seven and some 

that get up at eight and then some that get up at ten and nine.
Oldest Daughter:  And eleven, too.
Father:  Do you have any suggestions?
Mother:  Some at twelve, go ahead and say it. [laughs]
Father:  Sometimes, huh?
Daughters: Y eah. [smiles]
Father:  Sometimes, and you know who it is, don’t you? [laugh]
Daughters: Y eah.
Father:  The last one out of bed.
Oldest Daughter:  Everybody’s just got this habit of getting up when 

they—
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Mother:  How about if we make the point of getting up at ten o’clock?
Father:  Be up by ten?
Mother:  Be up by ten and that will give us a chance to get ready for 

12:00 Mass.
Oldest Daughter:  And then we could vote on those that would make the 

breakfast.
Second Daughter: Y eah!
Father: Y ou’d like that wouldn’t you?
Mother:  That sounds like a winner already!
Oldest Daughter:  First we got to vote on me.
Second Daughter:  If we would start off like Sunday, we’d vote first on who 

would do it and then, that same Sunday, we’d vote on who would 
do it next week and so on.

Oldest Daughter:  Of course, you’re not going to go alphabetically!
Mother: Y ou don’t think so, huh? [laughs]
Second Daughter: N o.
Mother:  I think I’ll make that suggestion!
Second Daughter: N o, no!
Mother:  I suggest we go alphabetically!
Oldest Daughter:  Okay.
Mother:  I wouldn’t have even thought of it ’til you opened your mouth!
Second Daughter:  Okay, first daughter, you can go ahead and do it first!
Father:  Well, are we saying that we’re going to meet at 10:00 on Sunday 

mornings, then?
Daughters:  Um hmm.
Father:  Is that all right with you, Son?
Son:  And from 10 to 10:30. It doesn’t have to be that long.
Father:  In other words, it doesn’t have to be the exact time.
Son: Y eah.
Father:  Well, we’ll be meeting next week on Sunday.
Oldest Daughter:  We’ll vote next week who makes breakfast!
Father:  For whoever’s here.
Second Daughter: N ot me!
Father:  I just remembered that I’m likely to be out of town next week, so 

you folks make it to the meeting without Rosie [oldest] and me. 
Do you have any questions about the council?

Oldest Daughter: N ot about it, but—it wouldn’t make any sense anyhow.
Father:  Well you can ask. You know, in this instance, for example, Tom is 

making noises to get our attention and so far we’ve been able to 
ignore him. Now if he interferes with your being able to think 
or talk, we can ask him to … [no one seems bothered] Well, can 
we think of anything else we need to talk about?
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Oldest Daughter:  The dogs.
Father:  What about the dogs?
Oldest Daughter:  Well, ever since you started feeding them, I remind 

you about the dogs and you say—um, like at night, I think, this 
is only what I think, I hear the car drive up, and then, I hear a 
click click at the door, and after that I hear some footsteps and 
I think that after I hear the car come in, I should hear some-
thing go like plunk, like the garbage can being opened to get 
the dog food.

Father:  And you listen for it and you don’t hear it?
Oldest Daughter:  Um huh.
Father: Y ou’re thinking I don’t feed the dogs.
Oldest Daughter: R ight, just like you did with—
Father:  In other words, what I was getting after you about, not feeding the 

dogs, now you notice that I’m not feeding the dogs.
Oldest Daughter: Y eah!
Father:  Okay. I don’t know. Mom and I have talked about this and this is 

something we didn’t get real clear. In fact, I think we thought 
we would meet sooner than just now, but you remember that 
we said to you one day … we’re the ones that bought the dogs, 
you didn’t. In fact, at that point, you were young enough that we 
didn’t expect you to do anything about the dogs. And along the 
way, we said that they were your dogs, or at least one of them 
was your dog, and that you should take care of them. Well, we 
decided as we began to learn about how to be fair about this as 
parents that we had really stuck you with that job and that we 
were making you feel bad about it when it really wasn’t fair. It 
wasn’t fair of us to expect you to do things when we were the 
ones who bought the dogs, so we should take care of them if 
anybody did.

Now, what Mom and I decided was that we had been threat-
ening to get rid of the dogs as a way of trying to make you feel 
bad—

Oldest Daughter:  Making me feed them—
Father: R ight, and so we said that that isn’t right. So, we’ll take care of 

the dogs because we got them and if we got them, then it’s our 
responsibility. Now, if we can’t take care of the dogs, then we 
have to decide what to do about it. In other words, if we should 
get rid of the dogs then we’ll do it, but we shouldn’t make you 
feel bad about us getting rid of the dogs …

Mother: R ight, we can’t really say, “We’re gonna get rid of the dogs because 
you don’t take care of them.” That’s not really fair. If we get rid of 
the dogs, it’s because we don’t take care of them.
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Father: R ight. And we don’t really want to get rid of the dogs. We’d like to 
keep them, too. We really love them. I think you have every right 
to say to me, “And you’re not taking care of these dogs either!”

Second Daughter: Y ou know when I got Boots, I thought it was unfair if I 
had two pets and the rest had one, and Tom didn’t have any, so 
I gave Mac to him.

Father: Y eah, now he feels better knowing he’s got a dog and you’ve got a 
cat. And yet it’s still Mom and my responsibility to take care of 
the dogs. Now I’m tickled to death to have you help. You know, 
just like everybody else, sometimes I forget and sometimes I 
don’t get around to doing it, but I have been doing this: If I don’t 
feed the dogs at night, I try to be sure and do it in the morning 
before I leave for work. So it may be that you haven’t heard me 
because you’re asleep in the mornings.

Oldest Daughter:  Except for this morning.
Father: Y eah, well, I fed them last night.
Oldest Daughter: Y eah, I know. I watched you!
Father: R ight. And I’ll feed them tonight again. But you’re right, I’ve 

missed a couple of times and Mom knows; she’s told me about it. 
Now, Mom has fed them a couple of times for me and I’ve been 
keeping the dog pen pretty clean, I think, and I’m trying and I 
see it’s a lot harder sometimes when you don’t get credit for it.

Oldest Daughter: Y eah.
Father:  It’s kind of good to know the problem, isn’t it? To know where you 

are, too.
Oldest Daughter:  Um huh. [Teary eyed over first time leaving for Scout 

camp shortly.]
Father: Y ou know, we really do love you, don’t you? Sometimes I don’t act 

like that, do I?
Oldest Daughter:  One thing, Dad.
Father:  We’re going to miss you, too. [Speaking to her expression and tears]
Mother: Y ou’re going to write us and tell us what you’re doing, aren’t you?
Oldest Daughter:  Um huh.
Mother:  Are you going to write us postcards?
Oldest Daughter:  Um huh, and letters.
Mother:  Okay. Are you going to write to your grandmas and grandpas? 

Now be sure to write Grandma and Grandpa a card, though, 
because you know they’ll be going off on the 20th.

Oldest Daughter:  Okay.
Father:  We’ll have to give you some stamps before you go.
Daughter: N o, I can get them at camp.
Mother:  She can get them up there at the trading post. I gave $6 credit, and 

a dollar and a half, I think, is for—



378  •  Appendix B: Family Council

Son:  Look at my name!
Mother:  And 75 cents is for—
Son:  Look at my name!
Mother:  So that leaves about $4—
Son:  Look at my name, Daddy!
Second Daughter:  I have something to complain about. He keeps inter-

rupting people when they’re talking. That bothers me.
Mother:  What are we going to do?
Father:  I think he feels like he’s being left out. Do you feel like you are 

being left out, Tom? That’s not a good feeling to be left out, is it? 
I think what happens, Tom, is that when you start making noise 
people try to, you know, keep on with what they’re doing. But 
if you want to talk to us about something that’s on your mind, 
we’ll sure give you our attention. We’ll be glad to listen to you.

Mother:  We’d be glad to. The only reason we don’t pay any attention to you 
is because when you’re making noise we don’t want to encour-
age you, to make you think that’s the thing to do.

Second Daughter:  That’s the way to get attention!
Mother: R ight. If you have something to talk about, we’ll listen to you.
Father: N ow he feels put out.
Mother:  Well, don’t. We just want you to know.
Father:  If you want to say something, Tom, you just do what Annie does. 

Put your hand up to let us know.
Mother:  Hold it up this way. And we’ll listen to you.
Father: Y our paper is just as big as mine, did you notice that? See here. 

Okay, is that what you wanted to say?
Second Daughter: Y es.
Mother: N ow, how do you end one?
Father:  When everybody feels like they’ve said everything they wanted to 

say. Is there anything else that you need to bring up?
Mother: N o.
Oldest Daughter: Y ou?
Father:  I’m trying to think. I feel like there probably ought to be, but I 

don’t know.
Mother:  Are you finished, Tom? You don’t have something to say, do 

you? Okay.
Father:  When you want to come back, Tom, you come on back.
Oldest Daughter: Y ou should tell us the days that you’re going to come 

home so that we can expect you and we’ll have the place clean 
for you and we can have a good meal, besides coming in at twelve 
and ten and one.

Father:  Well, what do you think I ought to do. I’m not sure what you’re say-
ing. Are you saying I should tell you when I’m coming home?
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Oldest Daughter:  Uh huh, so we’ll know. And sometimes Mother cooks 
food and she doesn’t expect you home and you come home. And 
she has to cook supper, after she’s all done.

Father:  Well, I see. Would that … is that a rule for everybody then? In 
other words, when Mother’s out, and she’s coming home, she 
should let us know, and when you’re coming home you’d let us 
know. Is that what you’re saying too?

Oldest Daughter: N ot exactly.
Father:  I mean, is it just a rule for me, or is it for everybody?
Oldest Daughter:  It should be sort of like a rule for you.
Second Daughter:  I think it should be a rule for everybody. ’Cause every-

body doesn’t know when everybody’s coming home.
Oldest Daughter: Y eah, like if Daddy comes home from work, nobody knows.
Mother: Y es, that’s right because it sometimes gets dark before you chil-

dren decide to come in. I’ve called and called. Right?
Second Daughter:  How about the time Daddy came home and the door 

was unlocked and he scared Lucy [cleaning woman] and you.
Mother: Y eah.
Father: Y ou mean the time all the doors were locked and you were sup-

posed to be in the house and you couldn’t get in?
Second Daughter: N o, I’m talking about the time you—
Mother: N o, don’t you remember the time you came home, we didn’t 

expect you and I was sitting in here and Lucy was in here and I 
saw this shadow going down the hall and you really scared the 
both of us. Lucy, too. You really scared us! We didn’t know who 
was in the house. Nobody else was supposed to be here.

Father:  I didn’t remember that one. I remember one night I called the chil-
dren and nobody came home and I locked all the doors ’cause I 
figured everybody was gone. Nobody answered, and then every-
thing was locked up and I had the TV on and everything.

Second Daughter:  He was back in the back room.
Father: Y eah, that’s right.
Second Daughter:  I was banging on the windows, saying, “Daddy, let us in!”
Father:  Well, I guess the way I feel about it is this: If you’re asking me to 

let the family know when I’m going to be home on any given 
day, I’ll try it. I also know that there are going to be days when 
I’ll have to change it, but if what you’re asking me is to call and 
tell you, I’ll be agreeable to doing that if everybody else is agree-
able to it. In other words, if you’re going out and you’re going 
to be playing and say it’s 6:30 or 7:00 and you say, “Mother, I’ll 
be home before dark,” when you’re going out the door you let 
her know that; then, if we all do that I think that would be very 
good. I think your suggestion is very good.
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Oldest Daughter:  ’Cause there was one time when everybody went off. So 
I turned on the light, walked in, and I locked all the doors and 
turned on the TV, and nobody was there. Somebody knocked 
on the door so I asked who it was, I just heard footsteps and so I 
didn’t know what to do, so I called the neighbors.

Father:  So if you’d known when we were going to be home, it would have 
helped you not to be scared.

Oldest Daughter: Y eah.
Father:  Well, you know, Ann said something a little different there, too. 

Ann was saying, maybe I ought to set a time when I’m going to 
be home. Is that what you were saying?

Oldest Daughter:  Uh huh.
Father:  It’d be a little hard for me, Ann. I mean, there are certain days, now 

for example, in the fall, when I know what my schedule is; I could 
say I will be home. Otherwise I can call and say I can’t make it. 
But I have been very loose about this in the past. A lot of times I 
wouldn’t even tell Mother at all when I was going to be home and 
I would come early sometimes and sometimes I’d come in late. 
You’re right, she didn’t know. And you didn’t know either.

Oldest Daughter:  And she didn’t expect you and you knew she would 
have supper for all of us and you walk in the door and say, 
“Where’s supper?”

Father: Y eah.
Oldest Daughter:  And there we are, eating.
Father: R ight. So, okay. Now, are we saying that we’re all in favor and we’re 

all voting for keeping the whole family informed when we’re 
coming home and stuff?

Mother:  Why not … I hate to leave notes on the door in obvious places. 
If you want to leave notes, then leave a piece of paper like this 
’cause it’s so handy, why not—and everybody knows where the 
Scotch tape is—why not?

Daughters:  We don’t.
Mother: Y ou know where the masking tape is.
Daughters: Y eah.
Mother:  What differences does it make whether it’s Scotch tape or 

whatever?
Daughters:  Uh huh.
Mother:  Okay. Why not leave notes on the inside of the first door, where 

the drawers are, on the inside of that door.
Second Daughter: Y eah, but what if the door’s locked?
Mother:  What door?
Second Daughter:  Any door. I mean if the whole house is locked.
Mother: N o, a note to tell you what time I’ll be back.
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Oldest Daughter:  Oh! Outside the door.
Father:  And if we come home and we don’t know where they are we’ll look 

behind the door.
Mother:  Exactly.
Father:  Okay. And—
Mother:  On the inside of the door.
Father:  Okay. Then the other thing is that if we have left a written note 

and we find that we’re not getting home for some reason, then 
we could call.

Mother:  We call. Yes.
Father: R ight. Okay. Any more suggestions?
Oldest Daughter:  We could also keep records of our meetings. Me and 

Ann have these record things.
Second Daughter:  And Mother has already used a couple of them. She 

typed them and she uses them.
Oldest Daughter:  We’ve got little folders and we can just have, you know, 

what we voted on and the dates, and the times that we missed 
the meetings. And we could go during the week and make it up 
for that.

Father:  Who’s going to ask for that—
Second Daughter:  And then while they are gone we would pick up things 

and, you know, think about what goes on and during the 
meeting—

Mother:  That’s right. We would be able to tell you when you’re not here on 
a Sunday, what we decided last Sunday.

Oldest Daughter:  And then—
Father:  That would be important wouldn’t it? That’s a good point.
Second Daughter:  I have a notebook—
Oldest Daughter:  And then, the person that’s been gone, why they would 

know what’s been going on there.
Father:  All right. Maybe we ought to write down some things we decided 

today so that we won’t forget them.
Second Daughter:  I have a notebook. It has paper in it. I’ll go get it.
Father:  Do you have a pencil, too?
Second Daughter:  I think so.
Mother:  A little note. That would be a way of tallying them up. ’Cause I 

won’t even remember.
Father:  I bet you they will!
Mother:  I know they will!
Oldest Daughter:  If we don’t, we’ll use the back of Mother’s paper.

[Son is away from the meeting]
Father:  Tom, We’re going to write down the things we decided today. If 

you want to join in with us, we’d be pleased to have you.



382  •  Appendix B: Family Council

Mother: Y ou want to sit down with us?
Son:  Daddy, let’s do it on TV. Let’s bring the stuff down there.
Father: Y ou think it was a lot of fun.
Son:  Let’s watch us up there in the air and watch me on TV.
Oldest Daughter:  I have a pen.
Second Daughter:  Okay.
Father:  It’s a lot more fun when everybody doesn’t want to be serious, huh?
Mother:  Did you get your notebook?
Father:  We should have it in color, do you think?
Son:  Please!
Mother:  Okay, now what were the things we decided?
Father:  We can’t open that up now, Son. We’re not finished yet.
Mother:  First of all, we decided what day we were going to have our meet-

ing. That I remember.
Oldest Daughter: Y eah, Sunday. Okay, second.
Mother:  What time everybody should be up by—10:30.
Oldest Daughter:  Okay, third. About Tommy, wasn’t it?
Second Daughter:  Umm, about calling, about writing the notes.
Mother: Y eah, where to put the notes. If you’re going to be going off and 

nobody’s home, or if somebody’s—notes to be left—
Oldest Daughter:  Put where?
Mother:  Inside the first storage door. Is that what you call it?
Father:  Okay. I think I was asked—what it started with was Ann saying 

to me that I ought to have a time to come home and we were 
agreeing that we would call—

Oldest Daughter:  That was me.
Father:  That’s right. It was you.
Oldest Daughter: Y eah, I said Daddy—
Mother:  Okay, then put down, he agreed he would call and let us know.
Father:  Well, but that was for everybody.
Mother: Y eah.
Father:  It wasn’t just me. We agreed to let the family know when we would 

be home. That’s worthy of note, I think.
Mother:  Well, put in all.
Oldest Daughter:  Okay. There.
Mother:  Was there a fifth one?
Mother:  Okay. What was the fifth one?
Father:  Well, was there a fifth one?
Second Daughter:  I think there was.
Mother:  I don’t know.
Second Daughter: Y eah. About Tommy. Remember about interrupting?
Oldest Daughter:  Oh, not that.
Second Daughter: Y ou know when Tom started to—
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Mother:  That’s another topic. I’d like to wait.
Father: Y ou’re saying you don’t want to do more today?
Second Daughter:  We don’t have to limit. Because if we did limit then we’d 

have to say, okay, we can stop right now!
Mother:  We might cut somebody off.
Father:  It might be a good idea to set a time limit, though. In other words, 

we might agree to spend no more than 45 minutes or an hour. 
Do you girls want to continue talking a little longer or would 
you like to finish as soon as we can? [This was the beginning of 
the end!]

Daughters:  Finish it.
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